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I
Introduction
Ancient Greece is one strand of modern American identity. It serves as a model of
civilization, largely viewed as a part of the Western narrative. In pop culture, ancient Greek
influence is prevalent, turning figures, events, and stories into recognizable symbols. Studying
the cultural, academic, and political impact of ancient Greece offers insight into the history of a
gendered power imbalance. Turning to ancient Greek plays, female characters not only
illuminate the gender relations of the time period from the male perspective, but also the
historical influence on the construction of gender and gender relations. Modern feminism has
turned to these female characters and build connections, recognizing the obstacles and attitudes
ancient Greek women faced and acknowledging the lingering effects in modern times. This type
of scholarship and focus has also allowed these characters to be reimagined in a modern
perspective.
The idea of a “woman” is historically complex due to social changes and cultural
variances. The language defining womanhood have centered around physical attributes,
reproductivity, and social roles. As a category women’s place within religious, political,
economic and social structures of fifth-century Athens enforce certain standards of behavior,
treatment towards and perception of women varying by status and race. Athens is culturally an
important site within ancient Greece and for the modern United States due to the drama
performances and playwrights that came from the city-state. These systems exist today under a
different culture at a different time. As a self-identified feminist, I am analyzing the connections
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between fifth-centuryGreek tragic heroines in Antigone and Medea to modern feminists that have
caused them to be reinterpreted as feminist icons. By feminist icon, I mean that Antigone and
Medea have become represented symbols of the struggle for gender equality based on addressing
and dismantling the oppressive systems in place. Using feminist theory to analyze these plays
and contextualize them historically can offer further understanding of our society today. Doing
so can illuminate the history of power that sets a precedent for power within institutions and
relationships in the present day. Furthermore, understanding power relations also reveal the
intersections of gender, class, race, religion, sexuality, and other aspects of identity that affect an
individual’s privileges within a society.
The goal of this research project is to explore the historical perseverance of the gendered
power imbalance and by using modern feminist theory, demonstrate the continued relevance of
Antigone and Medea. Two analytical approaches were used in this project to offer a nuanced and
varied reading of each play: placing Antigone and Medea in their historical context and placing
in their modern, reimagined spaces. Using both approaches allows for different readings of the
plays. At times, the readings offered are contradictory as the modern feminist approach distorts
the historical context. This distortion is not in violation of historical accuracy but done to reclaim
Antigone and Medea as a part of the narrative of the modern struggle for gender equality.
I selected Antigone because her behavior is historically considered outrageous yet also
found to be inspiring to different cultures and times. Analyzing the conflict of the play using
gender allows for the reimaging of Antigone as a part of the struggle against inequality. Antigone
is the sister of the two deceased princes who went to war over the throne, leaving their uncle
Creon to become ruler. As the ruler, Creon forbids one of the brothers, Polynices, from being
buried, which Antigone challenges. Her defiance of Creon allows space to discuss universal
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rights, application of rights, and upholding rights, which are prominent beliefs in feminist
discourse. Antigone’s function within the play also raises questions of crossing the gendered
binary that modern feminist scholarship explores in terms of deconstructing the processes that
define gender. Throughout the play, Antigone employs a male sense of agency in terms of the
spaces she occupies and the fact, that there is no scene where Antigone is domestic. She also
represents the idea of the silenced woman as Creon ignores the possibility of validity within her
actions. An analysis of Antigone also offers a look into familial relations and sisterhood, which
are key to defining one’s identity.
Using a gendered analysis and feminist theory on colonialism and race, Medea offers a
complex character, powerful due to her magic but disadvantaged as a foreigner and woman.
Medea was a princess who had betrayed her family to help Jason obtain the Golden Fleece.
While in exile in Corinth, Jason agrees to marry the princess of the country. To get revenge for
his betrayal, Medea kills the two children she had with Jason. It is a vastly different story from
Antigone’s, but I chose Medea because modern interpretations of her have moved past jealousy,
resentment, and irrationality. While she is not the hero or the victim in the way Antigone is due
to her violence and desire for revenge, she does in some ways represent the desperate situations
women can found themselves in, even powerful women. There is a focus on the limited choices
of women, vulnerability, and protection. She has a strong sense of agency that creates a clash
between social and political statuses, a struggle that resonates with modern women. Additionally,
Medea is the Other in more than just gender; she is the racial and ethnic other, an outsider in
Athens despite her status in her home nation. The Chorus of women from Corinth in the play is
sympathetic to her plight, highlighting the shared experience of women. They validate her
actions until she murders her children, offering complexity and ambiguity. Reexploring Medea
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has created space for intersectionality and the accompanying disadvantages of falling under
several minority identities.
Greek tragedies center around the fall of a prominent figure, which is why Antigone and
Medea are both women of status. To the modern feminist, this offers a narrow view of class and
emphasizes the erasure of lower-class women. However, both are of the few surviving Greek
dramas, demonstrating that their stories were popular enough to be preserved. It can then be
inferred that their messages resonated with past audiences as it does with contemporary ones.
There are numerous translations, reimaginations, and scholarship on these two works, further
demonstrating their ability to maintain relevance. However, these translations, reimaginations
and scholarship place the two heroines under the interpretation of the translator, director, writer,
actor, etc. In a way, this removes the plays from their pure historical context and adds layers,
creating nuanced meanings.
Due to this, I selected two translations per play. The translations selected were published
before the majority of my secondary sources and thus are likely to carry the biases and
frameworks my sources seek to understand, deconstruct, and examine to address gendered power
imbalance. Furthermore, these translations are from translators who had published other
translations of ancient Greek works. These translations would also have been fairly used in
academic settings and were possibly read by my secondary sources who focus on applying
modern social, political, and gender theories to ancient Greek works.
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II
Context
Ancient Greece is viewed as part of the narrative of the West. The West is hard to define,
but it encompasses shared characteristics that countries who hold the majority of global power
use to define the boundaries of civilization. As a part of the history of the West, ancient Greece
dominates the canon, influencing concepts of tradition that are further influenced by later times.
In this sense, ancient Greece is a building block for how the West interprets the world and has
been translated into symbols that convey these meanings. Due to the role of ancient Greece in
modern American society, studying this field illustrates the rootedness of ideas.
The ideas explored in my analysis of Antigone and Medea are the perception,
expectations, and treatment of women. I do so to explore beliefs and practices that have endured
throughout the centuries to become the gender inequality seen today. Therefore, this research
project looks to study the historical context and the modern perspective to understand how the
two work together and against in an analysis of Antigone and Medea.

Feminism and Feminist Theory
Feminism, used here, is defined as a social movement that encompasses personal beliefs,
political theories, and different ideologies that concern equality and justice for marginalized
groups (Shaw, 13). When I talk about feminism, I refer to a gendered power imbalance.
Gendered power imbalance refers to the idea that power is historically masculine in terms of
assigned and acceptable roles and spaces, expectations and perceptions of individuals, and
choices and opportunities. In this system, gender has advantages and disadvantages that have
been created and facilitated in ways that have given men more privileges and oppressed women
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in various ways. Other aspects of identity can further complicate an individual’s sense of power,
creating a complex hierarchical web in which certain labels are privileged over others.
Scholarship dealing with feminism has divided the movement into three waves
characterized by their emphasis and shifts in view, influenced by social trends and political
environments. Feminism and related scholarship are relatively new with late-eighteenth-century
and nineteenth-century struggles for women’s rights in different western countries as the start of
this movement. Western countries refer to countries who have economic and political privileges,
giving them power within a global hierarchy (Shaw, 14). The first wave in American started in
1848 with the Seneca Falls Convention and continued until 1920, a year after women were given
suffrage. The second wave took place from the 1960s to the 1980s. This wave provided a
foundation for later generations to expand their platform. During this time, the movement
focused on frameworks to advocate for equality and bringing awareness to social issues.
Additionally, there was a rise of ethnic feminist movements that emphasized the gendered
implications of their ethnicity or race.
The 1990s mark the start of the third-wave that carries on into the twenty-first century.
Focusing on multicultural inclusion, identity politics, and intersectionality, the third-wave’s
goals center around expanding equality and its membership. An area of contention within the
movement lies in the redefining of gender, sex, and womanhood. Despite discrepancies in these
definitions, the third-wave emphasizes “personal narratives that illustrate an intersectional and
multi-perspectival version of feminism…[that]is inclusive and nonjudgmental” (Snyder, 175).
From these diverse narratives emerges the idea of “shared experiences” that establish
connections between groups of people who find themselves as minorities within a power
structure.
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There are dangers associated with a “shared experience” approach such as minimalizing
the spectrum of experiences and placing beliefs or goals onto other groups whose struggle for
equality is vastly different. However, there are groups of individuals who identify as women and
have formed solidarity due to recognizing similarities and emphasizing with differences. Due to
this recognition, third-wave feminism seeks to broaden the perspectives of womanhood and
extend the fight for equality on gendered, racial, religious, sexuality and socioeconomic grounds.
This has led to feminism as a global movement, varying per country due to differences in
religion, political structures, economic status, and cultural practices and beliefs. Yet a key
component of the third-wave is the global nature of its cause, leading feminists from around the
world sharing their experiences, coordinating events, learning from each other, etc.
I place myself within the third-wave due to my generation but am aware that the thirdwave builds off of the first and second. Due to this, I view feminism as a process that is
constantly under revision in the wake of cultural shifts and awareness. While not defining
components of the third-wave specifically, there are broader feminist terms and beliefs I will
apply to my analysis. The separate spheres argument is relevant to my analysis as it creates rigid
boundaries for two genders- women belonging to the private or domestic sphere while men to the
public sphere, yet men have authority in both spheres. I will also view theories of gender as a
performance to emphasize the social constructed limitations and privileges assigned and to
demonstrate how certain actions of these female characters are seen as male in function. This
analysis, therefore, operates using the gender binary in which there are two genders, man and
woman, defined by biological sex, an assigned attraction to the opposite gender, and signifying a
certain role measured by masculinity and femininity.
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Gender as a performance, therefore, separates biological sex and cultural manifestation
and enforcement of gender. Under this theory, an individual is born male or female and then
through a process of socialization becomes a man or woman. As Judith Butler, a gender and
queer theorist, states,
To be female is, according to that distinction, a facticity which has no meaning, but to be
a woman is to have become a woman, to compel the body to conform to an historical idea
of 'woman,' to induce the body to become a cultural sign, to materialize oneself in
obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained and
repeated corporeal project. (522)
This underscores the idea of exact boundaries of gender fluxing throughout history and varying
by culture. The locus of gender creation and enforcement, therefore, rests on the relationship
between the two genders based on power. It is a way to conceive, legitimize, and criticize
political and social power and, therefore, the binary opposition and the social process of gender
relationships both become part of the meaning of power itself'; to question or alter any aspect
threatens the entire system” (J. Scott, 1073).
Using the gender binary also uses traditional gendered roles and stereotypes as a basis for
gendered expectations, perceptions, and treatment to illustrate women’s oppression historically,
within the play, and in modern day. Interactions, actions, and relationships within the plays will
be explored to underscore gender as signifying relationships of power based on perceived
differences manifested through cultural symbols with attached meaning (Scott, 42-43). Through
this focus, I will highlight the connections modern feminists identify to these tragic heroines
from their limited social power to their victimization to the culturally constructed boundaries that
define their actions, choices, behavior, and beliefs.
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Historical Context
Antigone and Medea are hybrid characters of myth and history, their stories have taken
on a life of their own. Simultaneously, they belong to the collective myth and the individual
playwright as the plays are products of two male Athenian playwrights deciding how they will
tell these pre-existing stories. These representations of women possibly symbolize prevalent
cultural fears, trends, and beliefs as they are universally Greek elements and manifestations of
the playwrights’ imaginations. As Antigone and Medea are of the surviving plays from this
century, they have aspects that appeal to society to the point where they endured throughout the
centuries and made their way into modern curricula and culture.

Women in Fifth-Century Athens
Reading Antigone and Medea in their feminist reimagined spaces offers interesting
contradictions and challenges to their historical context. In fifth-century Athens, women were not
the playwrights offering their own views of society nor were they the actors bringing the stories
to life on stage. This raises the question of where the women are who construct modern
understandings of ancient Greece in relation to both the creation of the plays and positions of
power within society. In the Homeric world, women were believed to be naturally submissive
and limited to reproductive labor and household duties. Secluded to the private sphere, only
aristocratic women had marginal roles within the management of the Oikos, a large noble
household with staff of slaves and commoners, aristocratic retainers, allies of relatives and guestfriends; women of lower socioeconomic status had roles outside of the confines of the house but
were still related to the household (Willner, 67). This created the application of gender to the
defining private and public spheres. Women belonged within the confines of the household, their
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roles revolving around its upkeep and management. However, “the complete seclusion of women
was only possible in households of some means”, causing lower class women to find work
outside of the home (Fantham, 106).
Work outside of a woman’s home was still related to the household as labor had a sharp,
gendered division. Outside of a woman’s home meant agricultural work on the family’s property,
childcare, such as being a wet nurse, labor related to weaving and fabrics, or vendors of foodstuff
or gendered items such as ribbons or perfumes (Fantham, 109). Informal influence and religious
activities and cults were the primary means women expressed agency outside of this dichotomy.
Beyond these ways that allowed women outside of the home, women were supposed to be silent
and subdued; they could not be referred to by name as then they would be seen as less than
respectable because they would be “discussed by men” (Fantham, 79). Thus, men served as the
household’s link to the public world; they were the household’s defense and “means of
associations with other men, the heads of other households, the largest association being the polis
itself”, which had political and social benefits (Shaw, M., 257). This excluded women from
participating in the polis, making them citizens in name only to produce more male citizens; if
they are born outside of Athens, they can consider themselves Athenians but cannot claim any
form of citizenship.
If these women are not the ones actively preserving their stories, then who do these
women on stage represent? They reflect a wide array of women, many with a sense of agency
largely denied to the average woman. Being a woman has economic implications that vary based
on class. Aristocratic women had more options and freedoms but were still oppressed in different
ways. Constructed from the male perspective, these portrayals offer illustrations of social
boundaries that define women’s roles, behaviors, and expectations concerning their gender
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performance. Greek drama reveals the contradictory relationship between real life and social
ideals, unmasking “aspects of real life that people are anxious to conceal, deny, and suppress
because they are at odds with prevailing ideas” (Gabriel, 346). These exposed contradictions
reveal the struggle between beliefs framed by governing societal notions and actuality.
This depicted struggle showcases perceived threats to masculine power. Women serve as
the opposite of men; what one is, the other is not and cannot be. Enforcing these governing
societal ideals ensures the stability of the gendered power imbalance. While these plays do not
enforce these ideals, they represent the fears and challenges viewed by men. In turn,
representations, whether their intention or not, are used to maintain and promote the gendered
status quo. Masculine power is then defined in terms of not feminine and under constant threat
by the feminine. In order to portray these threats and questions concerning “the masculine world
of power and reason”, Athenian playwrights turned to the female “for in her difference from the
male she revealed a diversity in nature that threatened the physical order and rational control at
which the polis aimed” (Saxonhouse, 404). Thus, womanhood became defined by the boundaries
set to preserve the supremacy of the masculine, rational order. These boundaries influence and
are influenced by politics, culture, religion, and ideological beliefs.

Citizenship and the Law
To understand Antigone and Medea’s positions historically, one must understand
women’s legal and social status, which in ancient Athens was defined by citizenship. This aspect
of women’s identities showcases their limited agency that Antigone and Medea face. It also
explains Medea’s Otherness as with a few exceptions of foreigners granted citizenship, citizens
were “native Athenian males who had reached the age of eighteen, and who had been duly
registered in the same local Attic village unit, or deme, to which their fathers belonged”
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(Manville, 8). Those who fit the criteria enjoyed varying degrees of privileges and could exercise
civic rights. They also had several obligations to the polis, such as military service, taxes, and
most importantly, obeying the polis. Male children born of Athenian parents operated in a
liminal status under the legal authority of their father or other male relatives until they could
become citizens.
Athenian women, on the other hand, belonged to the polis in a legal sense, “through their
relationship with a father, husband, or other male relatives who acted as their master and
guardian (Kyrios) in all important affairs” (Manville, 13). Female Athenian children were
transferred from the authority of one Kyrios to another, typically from father to husband. In this
way, Athenian women could produce more male children eligible to become Athenian citizens;
their female children could potentially marry an Athenian citizen and produce more Athenian
citizens. Therefore, Athenian women were bound to the polis through social expectations and
obligations, the majority of their life decided for them by a male figure.

Drama and the Function of Women in the Plays
To further understand Antigone and Medea in their historical context, they need to be
understood as dramatized works created by male playwrights. In fifth-century Athens, drama was
a medium where historical and social struggles were brought to life using representations of
reality and imagination. Drama involved religious and ritualistic aspects, centering these
narratives as an integral part of Athenian culture. The writing and production of tragedies were
done so in festivals honoring the god Dionysus.
The actors and chorus, composed completely of males, wore masks, wigs, and costumes
to play a variety of roles but also to serve as “markers for the gender, age and status of the
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characters” (Pantelis, 292). This idea emphasizes the social construction of physical boundaries
that define gender and how they interact with other manifestations of gender such as behavior,
beliefs, speech, and character traits. Within each tragic plot, “the heroes of tragedy are made to
act and suffer in ways thought to be paradigmatic of life and human behavior in general”
(Pantelis, 289). These acts of suffering are caused by internal or external forces that focus on
limitations and boundaries, either of the individual or a collective group.
Fears and dangers concerning the limitations of the city, the individual and the family
presented on stage reflected the issues surrounding the audience. However, certain plot elements
are dramatic devices, used to invoke a reaction from the audience. While the tragedies were set
in the mythic past, there were performed when the Peloponnesian War loomed over Athens,
affecting resources and morale causing a rise in “patriotic, pessimist or escapist tones” (Pantelis,
290). Gender and ethnicity were also prevalent themes, underscoring the power balance within
the societal hierarchy; foreigners and women finding themselves subordinate to Athenian men.
In addition, “horrors such as kin-killing, incest, mutilation, and cannibalism cannot be
understood without taking into account contemporary concerns and anxieties about the
boundaries and limitations of the human body, the body of the family and the body of society at
large” (Pantelis, 290). By doing so, tragedies offered reimagined possibilities of the world
audiences could recognize while focusing on marginalized groups, breaking of societal norms,
and fears concerning the instability of societal power.
The audience mostly consisted of male Athenian citizens. However, “other groups would
also be present, such as foreign representatives, resident foreigners, slaves and perhaps, although
the evidence remains inconclusive, women and children” (Pantelis, 291). The majority of male
Athenian citizens would have been the targeted audience as they were the ones with political
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influence and social power. The portrayal of the limitations of their hierarchy, threatened by
marginalized groups, such as women, foreigners, and those who do not follow societal rules,
would have fed into the enforcement of these gendered binaries. Through various media,
Classical Athens attempted to define the relationship between the family and individual to the
state, private life to public. Doing so privileged the state and public sector, which are associated
with men, over the family and private life, associated with women. Thus, relations between men
and women were affected, contributing to the tensions represented through female characters
(Fantham, 74).
On stage, women were represented through masks, costumes, and controlled movements
to illustrate women’s use in defining male social power. In tragedies, the male characters
symbolize society-oriented values that displace the importance of complementary values. This
causes the male characters to deny, ignore, or suppress the female and the values and questions
she advocates due to their threatening nature towards the stability of the social hierarchy (M.
Shaw, 266; Saxonhouse, 415).
The portion of women’s lives played out on stage or preserved through myth is from their
importance to the story onward, which typically revolves around a man and their part in
progressing his story. Childhood and other experiences that shaped women’s development are
left out of the narrative (Lefkowitz, 43). Women enter the narrative as brides, when male gods
first see them and then desire them, as survivors of male conflicts, such as wars, or mothers in
charge of their households. “Women attain heroic stature in epic and drama by managing
through suffering to understand and to endure”, inherently casting women as victims (Lefkowitz,
53). Those who break this pattern occupy a complex status of gender failure, victimhood, and
heroism. By breaking the pattern, they try to challenge the pre-casted roles prescribed to their
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gender and thus take on male functions through their actions and characteristics. However, due to
the obstacles placed on their gender, they still cannot enjoy a full sense of agency and social and
legal power. This causes them to undergo some form of suffering, making it difficult for them to
move past the label of victim and change the misfortune they face.
This dynamic on stage reflects the social reality while creating a space for the status quo
to be questioned, for fears and hypotheticals to be played out. This created space has allowed
modern feminists to reimagine the historical roots of the patriarchy in a democratic society such
as Athens.

Function as Male
Throughout this analysis, I refer to moments when Antigone and Medea “function as
male.” By this, I mean they occupy spaces traditionally assigned to men. “Function as male”
serves as a way to explain the ways they cross the gendered binary and how they challenge
gender stereotypes. Modern concepts of feminism are built on breaking down gendered
stereotypes to advocate for equality and using the concept of “function as male” helps identify
the connections modern feminists have forged with these characters.
“Function as male” does not deny Antigone and Medea as women, but rather underscores
the limitations of women as it emphasizes the range of spaces, actions, and choices that are
denied to them. The term is not used to advocate for male superiority nor the desire for Antigone
and Medea to become males but to exemplify the gendered power imbalance. It demonstrates the
privileges men can exercise and the disadvantages women face. Thus, the term is used to convey
how Antigone and Medea were exceptional women in their historical context and how that has
allowed modern feminists to reinterpret and reimagine them.
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Historiography
Scholarship focused on women in ancient Greek plays and myths discussed women’s
historical context within the work. An analysis of women within these works as part of the
history of a gendered power imbalance that would, by today’s standards, be considered feminist
in nature gained traction in the 1960s. The 1960s, particularly in America and other western
countries, marked a cultural shift in which there was an emphasis on equality for marginalized
groups. As women became a category of analysis, there was a reevaluation of history and
literature, reflecting and reimagining these representations of women in light of political,
economic, and social implications. The scope of this analysis varies with the political climate of
the time and the scope of the movement and culture’s platform.
My sources on women in ancient Greek plays and myths can be divided by which decade
they were written. Despite being written within roughly forty years of each other, once the
feminist movement resurged in the 1960s it gained momentum in its expansion of focus. The
three decades of scholarship I will use in my analysis are from the 1980s, 1990s and the 2000s. I
grouped my lone source from the 1970s with those written during the 1980s for organizational
purposes.
In 1975, Michael Shaw introduces the idea of the ‘female intruder’ in fifth-century Greek
drama, in which he outlines the construction of a fifth-century Greek woman and a basic pattern
in the drama of the time concerning the conflict between a pure male and pure female that
involves a crossing of boundaries. Helene Foley expands on this idea in “The ‘Female Intruder’
Reconsidered” through exploring women’s symbolic and ritual power in society and men’s
misogynic beliefs and actions. Other analyses from this decade focusing on the structural
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interpretation of the binary that creates the idea of a pure male and female. It examines gender
roles and the larger impact of gender on societal standing through exploration and deconstruction
of the gender binary. This approach is also applied to breaking down different archetypes of
women or other patterns involving women in tragic drama, such as the role of victim and mother,
as demonstrated by Dorothy Willner’s work. In 1982 and then in 1986, Mary Lefkowitz
assembles the limited primary sources of women during the classical age and interprets women’s
roles in mythology. While the social aspect of gender was highlighted during this decade, Arlene
Saxonhouse’s analysis looks to the political ramifications of women’s social status.
Gabriel Ayala combines the focus on social and political in his revaluation of Medea in
the 1990s. He explores the way in which Medea’s political status and agency are limited and
convoluted by her gender. Holland follows this vein by analyzing previous scholarship of
Antigone to develop a framework for how to use her actions in a political framework for the
feminist platform. Pomeroy’s lens of analysis is on the discrepancies between the representation
of women, in myth, art, law, etc. and the reality of women during classical Greece. It also takes
into account the political aspect of Antigone and explores social, religious, and cultural domains
as well while focusing on the historical context rather than reimagine Antigone in modern times.
In 1999, Susan Tiefenbron explores Antigone as a model of civil disobedience, comparing her to
contemporary icons. This approach emphasizes Antigone’s appeal as a heroic figure which other
works have contested due to her gendered disadvantage.
My sources from the 2000s continue to build from previous findings with either a focus
on exploring different facets of women’s lives in ancient Greece and applying these
representations of women to modern times. There is continued exploration of the gendered
binary and why and how some of these representations, such as Antigone and Medea, cross into
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the male ascribed behaviors. Applications of concepts that are central to this time are used as a
method of analysis such as intersectionality, toxic masculinity, identity politics, and
multicultural. In 2007, Elaine Fantham explores the economic and legal status of married women
and how that affected their ability to be considered heroes. Helene Foley in 2001 explored the
political aspects of women’s roles in lamentation and then in 2012 added depth to Medea
through an analysis of stage productions in which the title character is reimagined as various
forms of the American ‘Other’.
This analysis will contribute to the literature by continuing to build off previously
established connections between the historical context, historical representations, and the modern
feminist movement to analyze why and how these ancient Greek heroines became feminist icons.
I will use the framework of patterns assigned to women in tragedies in conjunction with
scholarship on the gender binary to break down connections between the imagined past and the
present. Using already established views of the woman as an intruder, victim, and threat, this
analysis will explore the political, economic, and social facets of gender represented through
Antigone and Medea. This analysis does not focus solely on the political, economic, or social
aspects as some of my sources do, but rather hopes to break down and understand connections
that can be made between the play and modern feminists. The aim is to understand these
characters as holistically as possible and will, thus, focus on Antigone’s flaws more heavily than
other sources, explore various factors and motives for Medea, and try to place them, in respect to
their historical context, in the modern-day fight for gender equality.
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III
Antigone
Sophocles’ tragedy Antigone is the earliest of the Theban plays but is the conclusion of
the trilogy. It centers around the clash between the state and the family, issues involving the
application of universal rights, and questioning the authority of the state. The Theban plays
concern the misfortune of Antigone’s father, Oedipus, and the resulting consequences for Thebes
and their family. As the main source of the events concerning Oedipus and his family, the
Theban plays are hard to untangle from the myth itself. The series of events and the characters
belong to the collective myth, while the stylization of the story belongs to Sophocles.
Translations and adaptations have followed throughout the years, each keeping the integral plot
elements that make the story recognizable while exact diction, syntax, staging, and other visual
elements involved in the performance have been changed.
After Oedipus, the tragic hero of the other two Theban plays, dies each of his sons,
Eteocles and Polynices, plan to rule for one year. When Eteocles, the eldest, refuses to step down
after the end of his year, Polynices, with the help of foreign princes, march onto Thebes. A war
erupts, ending in the death of both brothers. Creon, brother to the former queen Jocasta, who is
the wife and mother of Oedipus, takes the throne. Prior to Antigone, Jocasta kills herself once
learning her husband is her son and the man who killed her first husband, King Laius. All that
remains of the incestuous family are Oedipus’ daughters, Antigone and Ismene.
The play opens with the introduction of the two daughters. They are in a vulnerable
position. Even though they are princesses, their father is the reason for the misfortune that befell
Thebes. Additionally, both of their brothers are deceased, and they are now the legal
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responsibility of their uncle Creon, the last of their family. Antigone tells Ismene of Creon’s
decree that Polynices, as a traitor, will remain unburied and any who disobey will be sentenced
to death. As the newly crowned king, Creon is trying to establish his authority, turning the
conflict between the brothers into an us-versus-them affair. Polynices is then labeled the traitor
who led outsiders on an attack against the city, while Eteocles is the defender who died trying to
protect Thebes.

Historical Reading
In a historical reading of Antigone, Antigone is reasserting her rights as a woman and
fighting to fulfill her gender role. Antigone asks if Ismene will help bury Polynices and if she is
“a true sister, or a traitor to [her] family” (Fitts, l.27). As Polynices’ sister, Antigone finds it her
duty to bury and mourn for her brother. Funeral rites had a strong religious obligation in ancient
Greece along with an element of innate human dignity. Since the dead belong to the gods of the
underworld, honoring the dead is connected to paying their respects to the gods. It is
dishonorable for a body to be unburied, to be unlamented, or to be unprotected from scavengers,
which is what Creon states will happen to Polynices.
All corpses, even those belonging to military enemies, were given some form of basic
funeral rites (Lanni, 479). This is a practice no honorable Greek could deny to even their
enemies. If foreigners cannot be denied burial rites, neither can other marginalized groups
regardless of the laws of the state. It also creates a social dilemma as women, especially
relatives, are charged with mourning over the dead, continuously visiting the grave and leaving
offerings (Fantham, 96). As one of his sisters, it is Antigone’s societal role to aid in the funeral
preparations, lament over his grave, ensure his soul is prepared to enter the Underworld, and then
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continue to mourn for him. Creon’s decree denies Antigone the right to fulfill her societal,
familial, and religious obligations.
Also under a historical reading, Antigone serves as a lesson against tyranny. The
playwright was written by an Athenian and performed in Athens, a city attributed as the
birthplace of democracy. The misfortunate that befalls Creon could have been avoided had he
listened to others, Antigone, the Chorus, his son, but instead, he acts as an autocrat. Fifth-century
Athens may have severely limited their scope of citizenship, but citizens had a voice within the
state and obligation to participate. Creon’s actions as a ruler plays on these fears.

Feminist Readings
While Antigone fighting for burial rights is within her gendered appropriated space,
feminists have extended their reading beyond fulfilling cultural and religious rights. Creon
denies the application of a culturally-respected right to Polynices. As respect for the dead is tied
to human dignity, it can be seen as a universal right. The denial of a universal right by a man in
power due to a perceived threat resonates strongly with modern feminists who advocate for the
application and acknowledgment of equal rights to marginalized groups, such as women, people
of color, and those of the LGBT+ community. While Antigone is unconcerned with the law,
Ismene’s immediate reaction is to point out the danger and illegality of her sister’s plan.
Ismene argues against Antigone’s plan, commenting on their nature as women. Fitts
translates her words as, “We are only women/We cannot fight with men, Antigone! /The law is
strong, we must give in to the law/ In this thing, and in worse. I beg the Dead/To forgive me, but
I am helpless: I must yield/To those in authority” (ll.46-51). Wyckoff’s Ismene replies with, “We
must remember that we two are women/so not to fight with men/And that since we are subject to
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strong power/we must hear these orders, or any that maybe be worse…for in these things I am
forced/and shall obey the men in power” (ll.36-39, 41-42). Ismene’s reply implicitly comments
on their status as women and the beliefs concerning women’s nature. It is not their place to
challenge the authority and power of men. Her perception causes her to be resigned to their
subordinate place within the hierarchy.
Ismene’s perception represents the larger societal beliefs concerning women. Aristotle, a
fourth-century Greek philosopher whose written works cover numerous subjects, states in
Politics, “the male is superior and the female inferior, the male ruler and female subject”,
enforcing and creating the accompanying stereotypes of women’s susceptibility to irrationality,
immorality, and physical vulnerability (Lefkowitz, 112-113). Aristotle’s statement in his work
concerning the polis underscores the power dynamics that manifest through social constructions
such as gender, race, class, etc. A discourse is facilitated to regulate gender, ensuring the power,
privileges, and agency of men over women. This discourse takes place institutionally from the
family to the law to education, continued by shared beliefs of individuals.
Surrounded by these beliefs, taught these beliefs, and restricted by these beliefs, Ismene
accepts her place within the hierarchy and the authority of Creon, the man in power, over
obligations to gods and deceased family members. Antigone, however, is unmoving in her stance
to carry out her plan. She views herself as the one who is carrying out a noble and just act.
Wyckoff translates Antigone’s words as “I have dared the crime of piety” while in Fitts version,
Antigone states “I say this crime is holy” (l.7, l.56). The sentiment conveyed is one of a
willingness to do what is right despite the consequence of death. In this way, Antigone sets
herself up as a potential martyr, a person willing to carry out justice regardless of the law.
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The potential of a martyr, a woman challenging the law to preserve the dignity of her
dead brother, creating and fighting to maintain a space within the power dynamics, resonates
with modern feminism. Antigone has a cause that is tied to the application of rights and is
fearlessly ready to stand up to Creon, an instrument of the patriarchy. Her appeal as an icon to
modern feminists can be glimpsed within the opening verses of the play. Antigone’s boldness
continues as she rebukes Ismene’s promise of silence, showcasing her persistence as she states
she will dedicate all her strength to her cause. This setup causes Antigone to be perceived as the
tragic heroine, a willing martyr, a strong female. Furthermore, she is a virgin martyr, a pure of
heart and pure of body figure.
Modern feminism has a complicated relationship with the concept of virginity. On one
hand, it is a social construction used to enforce a sexual double standard. On the other, it is a
perceived state of being with religious and social history and importance. Either way, Antigone’s
claim as a virgin martyr is a celebrated form of female heroism. It can be difficult to reconcile
female heroism with violence while there are numerous examples of male heroic violence. Part
of Antigone’s appeal is her willingness to commit violence against herself, offering her life as a
sacrifice. It is a strong appeal, liking her to saints, to the other re-casted feminist icon Joan of
Arc. In this way, it makes it easier for the male audience to accept her as heroic. This is because
being identified as a virgin martyr means her feminine side only has to reconcile with male
agency rather than male power. She can be perceived as a warrior woman, but she only holds the
sword against her own neck, in some ways making her less of a threat than women who point
their swords at men. Despite, her similarities to those who made sainthood, Antigone is not
without flaws.
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Ismene’s unwillingness to help Antigone as Antigone desired causes her sister to draw
clear boundaries. When Antigone decides to carry out her plan regardless of her sister’s stance,
she chooses the deceased brother over her living sister, the last of her relatives besides Creon.
Antigone’s last words to Ismene before the opening scene changes are of her hating her sister.
Ismene, while unwilling to help Antigone, still loves her sister and promises to help in other
ways, such as her silence in hopes of protecting Antigone from the consequences of her actions.
This juxtaposition allows for interesting parallels. They represent two different types of women:
one conforming to the societal boundaries and the other willing to cross those boundaries.
These two representations in conjunction with their relationship as sisters can also
resonate with modern feminists as it can be applied to the general concept of sisterhood, a shared
connection between individuals who identify as women. In one sense, Ismene can represent
women who are resistant to the changes within the feminist movement. This would make Ismene
representative of the idealized feminine, the hard-to-obtain-and-maintain illusion created and
enforced by social, political, and religious boundaries. Ismene is then also casted as a victim; she
is a victim to the patriarchy just as Antigone is, but also a victim in the sense that her agency is
more passive than her sister’s. Ismene’s agency is her promise of silence, offering support in a
way that she feels is more within the boundaries of her gender.
The alienation between the sisters caused by disagreement over a course of action can
illustrate the divisions within the feminist movement and feminist scholarship. Within the
movement and scholarship, there are disagreements over focus, framework, and prioritization.
While the core goal of the movement is equality, throughout the decades it had changed to focus
on women based on class, ethnicity/race, or sexual orientation, and then expanded again to
include men and the LGBTQ+ community. There is further fragmentation such as debates over
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the category of gender, the meaning of women, the biological sex versus cultural gender,
difference versus equality, and using lenses such as Marxism or post-structuralism. While
Antigone and Ismene’s relationship may not be a reason for modern feminist recasting Antigone
as an icon, their relationship offers possibilities of exploration into the complexities of sisterhood
in different interpretations and applications to modern times.
Moving from the introduction of the sisters, the chorus takes the stage. In ancient Greek
drama, the chorus serves as a collective character. There were typically several voices with the
same lines save for a leader who is given their own lines periodically. The leader of the chorus is
typically referred to as such. In Antigone, the chorus is composed of Theban men who not only
offer commentary on the events of the play but also advice to Creon. The all-male chorus, in
addition to the king and his son, leaves Ismene and Antigone as the only female characters. As
Ismene is quickly dismissed, Antigone is isolated as the lone heroine, allowing her to stand out
more because she does not have a sympathetic group of women (Plumptre, XXVII).
After the chorus recounts the events of the attack on the city, Creon enters and makes a
speech about the chorus’ loyalty to past rulers and how he did not expect complete loyalty until
he has been tested in office. This remark illustrates Creon’s thought process concerning his
decree. The two deceased princes may have been his nephews, but to solidify his authority, the
narrative is removed from a familial conflict to an “us/them” binary. This binary casts one
brother as a hero, the defender of the city who Creon aligns with himself and casts the other as a
traitor. Casting Polynices as a traitor is also done in attempt to reaffirm Theban power from
foreign invaders and establishes Creon’s legitimacy.
As Creon concludes his speech, he warns the chorus not to side with any who disobeys
the law and reminds them the punishment is death. Creon’s last statement remarks that the
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promise of profit may drive men to break the law. As the audience knows the one who dares to
break the law is not seeking profit. Rather, Antigone is seeking justice, portraying herself on
higher moral ground. Immediately following Creon’s speech, a guard rushes in and tries to
distance himself from the news he has to deliver. The guard right away states that he witnessed
the crime, wanted to be the first to tell Creon, and should not be punished for delivering the bad
news.
Once the guard tells Creon about Polynices being buried, Creon’s reaction is translated as
“And the man who dared do this” and “What man has dared to do it” (Fitts l.209, Wyckoff l. 30).
In the original Greek meaning, ‘man’ could be used to refer to a person in general. However, the
translations chose to give a gender rather than use a neutral noun. This could reveal biases on the
translator’s part, influenced by predominated assumptions. It also makes Creon’s response telling
because the immediate belief is that only a man would dare challenge the king’s authority. The
remark enforces beliefs and expectations concerning gendered behavior and agency. While a
lower ranking man does not have the authority to challenge a king without repercussions, he does
have the ability to challenge the law. Not only does the man have the ability to challenge the law,
but he can also be considered brave and bold. The guard does not give away the identity of the
criminal right away, instead, he gives details about the scene.
The leader of the chorus speaks up, asking Creon if this could possibily be an action done
by gods. This remark reinforces the cultural and religious importance of burial rites. It also
supports Antigone’s actions and her own statements on honoring the gods by respecting the
dead. Additionally, asking if the gods are the ones who contradicted Creon’s stance on
forbidding the burial of Polynices and weakens his authority as it implies that the authority of the
king does not outrank that of the gods. Creon’s reaction is to take away the idea of the gods’
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favoring the corpse by reemphasizing Polynices’ status as a traitor and his role in the destruction
of the city. He also blames money, profit, and greed for the reasons behind burying a traitor.
These reasons for burying a traitor demoralizes whoever the criminal is as they are not
only breaking the law but did so for their own selfish reasons. Again, Creon is trying to establish
and maintain the legitimacy of his rule. In Fitts’ translation, the guard and Creon have an
exchange in which the guard implies that Creon has a reason to regret his decree and states,
“How dreadful it is when the right judge judges wrong” (l.270). This translation gives another
example of how those around Creon try to hint that the person who buried Polynices is not the
one at fault. Creon dismisses the guard, ordering him to bring back the criminal. The guard
reappears with Antigone in tow.
Creon is confused by Antigone’s presence, repeatedly asking the guard for truth. It is
unclear if his surprise is mostly due to Antigone herself as she is his niece. Due to her place
within the family, Creon possibly assumes she should feel more aligned with Eteocles and
himself as his perception of the narrative casts them as the ones who are trying, or tried in
Eteocles’ case, to preserve the city and their family. Creon possibly believes Antigone, as the
princess of Thebes, should be loyal to the crown and the state. Perhaps Creon feels that
Antigone, as his niece, would not betray him and trust his authority as king and an older familial
figure.
Another reason why Creon is surprised is that Antigone is a woman. Creon’s original
assumption is that the perpetrator is a man. His assumption reinforces gendered stereotypes of
behavior and illustrates societal perceptions of choices and agency. Antigone’s action of
breaking the law is not one expected of a woman, particularly a woman of status. This reasoning
underscores the magnitude of her actions by emphasizing how she crosses the confinements
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placed upon her by gender. Even though her societal role has an important function within
funeral rites, Antigone is still supposed to operate in subordination to men and has transgressed
the limitations placed upon her.
Antigone being the perpetrator also weakens Creon’s authority in several ways. First, by
breaking the law she is directly challenging his authority as ruler. Second, Creon is legally
responsible for Antigone meaning her actions reflect on his reputation and ability to control his
family. Third, Antigone is not the greed-motivated criminal Creon had described as the most
likely culprit, meaning the reasoning for her actions clashes with the narrative Creon is trying to
maintain. Due to these reasons, Antigone is a threat to his power and this position as a threat is
taken by modern feminists as an agent of resistance against the patriarchy.
Antigone’s stance against tyranny is also inspiring to modern movements going against
the status quo as she does so without advocating for violence. The feminist movement has not
promoted its platform via violence, especially as one of the main focuses is addressing forms of
normalized violence against women and other minorities. This causes Antigone to be seen as an
early example of civil disobedience. Civil disobedience can be defined as an action which, “must
be nonviolent, open and visible, illegal, and performed for a moral purpose to protest an unjust
law or to object to the status quo and with the expectation of punishment” (Tiefenbrun, 36).
Antigone openly protests the unfairness of the law, fully aware of the consequences, but does so
without using violence as an outlet for her emotions. Her nonviolence in combination with her
unwavering sense of determination and acceptance of death shroud her with a type of dignity that
is appealing to any group seeking justice. Following this reasoning, Antigone is even more so
appealing as a feminist icon as she is a nonviolent symbol of morality, of universal rights, and
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defiance against tyranny in a play centered around power and death in a city that had almost been
destroyed in a fight over power.
When questioned, Antigone does not deny the accusations, proudly taking responsibility.
Her lack of shame or remorse for her actions further undermines Creon’s authority as it portrays
his laws as worthless. Antigone undermined Creon’s power as a ruler in front of the city as she
openly buries her traitor brother and then continues to do so, not only in front of the ruler but
also in front of the elders who advise Creon. She is unmarried with deceased brothers and a
father, and thus, she is his legal responsibility. In a political and familial sense, Antigone
threatens his position. Therefore, Creon needs to reestablish his authority by gaining control of
the situation by emphasizing his power and the subordinate nature of her position. He does so
when he questions Antigone, first asking her if she was aware of the law.
Asking Antigone if she is aware of breaking the law gives her an excuse for her actions in
which Creon is still in control. Creon’s question can imply that if Antigone was aware of the law,
she would not have broken it. However, it can also play on the belief that women have inferior
mental capacities. It hints that Antigone is either sheltered from the news or unable to
comprehend the new decree and its consequences. The implications are condescending, treating
her as a child who is ignorant of the full scope of her decision or unable to fully understand the
consequences. Antigone, however, does not allow him to regain control and replies that of
course, she heard about the law: “I know, of course, I knew. The word was plain” and “It was
public. Could I help hearing it?” (Wyckoff, l. 30, Fitts, l. 355). Her response does not allow
Creon to undermine her responsibility and agency concerning her actions. Antigone clears away
assumptions or misconceptions: she is fully aware of what she did and its consequences.
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When Creon he asks that she still dared to break the law, she responds with a greater law.
This continued defiance in light of her moral argument sways readers to her side. Creon is just
one man whose law goes against a greater sense of justice. Dying for her cause is not something
she fears. She is a righteous martyr who is, as the chorus states, bitter at the injustices she has
faced. This setup resonates with the modern feminist. Feminism is built on the actions of
individuals and groups who challenged socialized beliefs and faced obstacles from internal and
external forces. Creon’s condescending tone is also relatable as the feminist movement and
related activities received ridicule and other forms of backlash to prevent its growth and success.
Creon responds with calling Antigone doubly insolent for not only breaking the
law but also boasting about her actions. Wyckoff continues Creon’s response with, “I am no man
and she the man instead/if she can leave this conquest without pain” while Fitts’ translates
Creon’s words as, “Who is the man here/she or I, if this crime goes unpunished” (ll. 31-32,
ll.382-382). This sentiment can refer to the rigid boundaries of gender. Under this framework,
one’s defining boundaries are opposite of the other; therefore, if men are defined in terms of
power, then women are defined in terms of powerless. Masculinity, used here as the
measurement of qualities and behaviors socially appropriated to men, is then threatened when a
woman, measured by femininity, transgress these socially enforced restrictions. As feminist
theorist Judith Butler argues,
to be a woman is to have become a woman, to compel the body to conform to an
historical idea of 'woman,' to induce the body to become a cultural sign, to materialize
oneself in obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained
and repeated corporeal project (522).
This idea similarly applies to being a man but has different defining boundaries and a
history of being in power within the gendered hierarchy. Creon’s manliness, a means of
conveying his power and status, is at stake if he does not punish Antigone for using power not
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culturally given to her gender. However, he is conflicted over punishing a young girl yet leaving
her unpunished will further undermine his authority.
Punishing Antigone is a gendered matter in the sense that she is woman challenging a
man and thus, Creon’s perceived masculinity is under threat. Through punishment, Creon needs
to reinforce the gendered binary that gives him social authority. A means by which to do so is
claiming Antigone’s actions are culturally defined as masculine. By being alluded to as
masculine, or the man in the situation, Creon is being shamed for being the more submissive one
as Antigone is being shamed for being the more assertive one. The two-fold consequence for
them is that they are at risk at “failing” at their genders. The concept of individuals “failing” at
their genders is a form of policing, a tool used to naturalize and enforce socially constructed
barriers and expectations. Modern day examples include calling a more masculine perceived
woman, especially one who already breaks the expectations of their gender by being attracted to
fellow women, butch, or referring to gay men or more feminine presenting men, as effeminate or
slurs such as faggot. Other examples include slurs and backhanded comments to trans
individuals, or animal comparisons when describing athletic women.
Due to the risk of “failing” at his gender, Creon needs to establish dominance over
Antigone to put her back into her socially defined position and regain control and authority.
However, this is a complex matter as a respected role for men is the protector and hero. By
punishing a woman, he “fails” at this role. Yet allowing Antigone to escape some form of
consequence causes him to “fail” at the role of ruler. It is then up to Creon to determine which
role is more important to preserve.
He also charges Ismene for the crime and sends servants out to arrest her. Arresting
Ismene showcases the extent of Creon’s fears over the legitimacy of his rule. As a woman,

Trevino 33

whether explicitly involved or not, Ismene despite her deference to law represents, “a diversity in
nature that threatened the physical order and rational control at which the polis aimed”
(Saxonhouse, 404). Even though Antigone cut off ties to her sister, Creon recognizes their
relationship as sisters as a potential threat. Since, Antigone had dared to blur the lines, acting
with male associated power, Creon will not take a chance with Ismene even though she stayed
within her gender appropriated power.
Creon charges Ismene as an accomplice whose “mind’s a traitor; crimes kept in the dark”
(Fitts, l.390). Ismene’s form of resistance is her silence, but it is unclear if Creon is also aware of
her promise. Based on mythological representations of women, it can be inferred that ancient
Greek men perceived women as deceitful, tempting, vulnerable, sexually dangerous, and unable
to express or act on their sexual charms and impulses (Walcott). Even if Ismene did not actively
help with the crime, Creon refuses to trust her to not give in to this inferior nature women
supposedly possess. If his familial ties and position as the king did not stop Antigone, there is a
possibility it would not deter Ismene either, especially if she aligns herself to her sister over her
uncle.
Antigone then asks Creon if he wants anything more than her death to which he states
that her death is all he desires. She then tells him to essentially stop dragging out this encounter
as neither agrees with what the other has to say. Wyckoff translates the rest of Antigone’s
response as, “All these would say that they approved my act/did fear not mute them”, while Fitts
has her saying, “I should have praise and honor for what I have done/All these men here would
praise me/Were their lips not frozen shut with fear of you (ll.17-18, ll.398-400). To modern
feminists, this sentiment is a familiar one. While Antigone says the Chorus is silent in fear
because Creon is king, continuing the modern connection, Creon represents the patriarchy at
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large in which masculine ideals are promoted through various means, such as violence and
bullying. Within the feminist movement, there has been a push towards the inclusion of men, not
only as allies to promote equality, but also to acknowledge the harming and limiting expectations
gender places on men. While men hold the power within the binary, they are also policed to
ensure male dominance.
Due to this, there has been a scholarly and social focus on the damaging effects of
hypermasculinity, or toxic masculinity. It focuses on the effects of violence, aggression,
emotional repression, mental health, and relationships. Toxic masculinity has been accredited as
a cause to hate crimes on LGBTQ+ individuals, sexual and domestic violence against women,
suicide, low self-esteem, rape culture, among other violent crimes (Posadas, Haider, Jenney).
The Chorus fears the repercussions of speaking out against the crime, especially as agreeing with
Antigone, who is most likely going to be killed, will not spare them despite their status as older
men who advise the king. To contemporary feminists, the chorus could fear speaking out against
a dominant man due to a socialized expectation of violence or harm for threatening that
dominant man’s authority.
Antigone then concludes her response with, “[Bitterly.] Ah the good fortune of
kings/Licensed to say and do whatever they please!” (Fitts, 401-402). This not only alludes to
Creon’s privileges and power as a man but as a dominant man who can exert influence over
social norms and expectations. Going back to the modern connection, the equivalent would be a
man in an influential position, such as a father, brother, friend, boss, coach, teacher, celebrity or
within larger cultural institutions such as the media, literature, movies, music and video games.
In Wyckoff’s translation, Creon asks Antigone if she is ashamed of herself and she again asserts
her belief in the morality and righteousness of her cause. Creon asking Antigone if she is
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ashamed is a tactic to make her question her actions. It is to make her pause, reflect, and possibly
conform, admitting to an enforced sense of shame. However, Antigone again illustrates her
acceptance of the looming threat of death and her unwavering dedication to her beliefs.
Creon then asks Antigone if Eteocles was also her brother to which she confirms. He then
states she insults Eteocles’ memory by honoring the traitor who attacked their city. Antigone
then reasserts her belief in the universal dignity allotted to the dead, “Death yearns for equal law
for all the dead” and “Nevertheless, there are honors due all the dead” (Wyckoff, l.12, Fitts, 413).
From the beginning of the play to the moment where her death is becoming a more tangible
reality, Antigone stays committed to her cause. Towards the end of their interaction, Antigone
tells Creon, “I cannot share in hatred, but in love” and “It is my nature to join in love, not hate”
(Wyckoff, l. 25, Fitts, l.418). This sentiment ties back into the civil disobedience connection to
Antigone’s actions. Again, she emphasizes a lack of violence and a focus on love and loyalty
amidst the aftermath of war and the main plot element of a burial.
These statements can also appeal to the modern feminist movement as the emphasis is on
love as in recent years there is a growing focus on ending and speaking out against sexual
harassment, assault, and rape. A recent example is the #MeToo movement, which was founded
in 2006 to offer support to survivors of sexual violence but gained traction in 2017 as actresses
publicly joined the movement, using social media platforms such as Twitter to speak about their
experiences and encourage others to also share their stories (metoomovment). Similarly,
emphasizing love is an important element of modern LGBTQ+ advocacy. The Human Rights
Campaign uses variations of “love conquers hate” in their platform and their merchandise sports
the slogan (Human Rights Campaign). Antigone’s stance also helps shape her version of the
narrative. It reaffirms her position as a sister acting out of love, wanting to give her deceased
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brother the dignity and honors owed to him in death. It also paints Creon as the aggressor, the
one acting out of hate, which stems from fear. He is dishonoring the dead and his own kin and
ordering more death in times of recently established peace to establish his legitimacy to rule.
Ismene then enters the scene escorted by guards. Creon accuses Ismene of plotting with
Antigone against his throne. The allusion to the throne reinforces Creon’s fears concerning his
power and, to an extent, his masculinity. Even though earlier he seemed sure of her part in
Antigone’s crime, Creon asks Ismene if she is innocent or guilty. His question could be a need
for verbal confirmation or could express doubt over Ismene crossing boundaries as Antigone
had. Ismene says that she will share the blame if Antigone allows her. Antigone, however, is
unwavering in her stance on Ismene’s decision and denies Ismene’s compliance. Ismene, on the
other hand, is still determined to stand beside her sister however she can and states that she wants
to share in Antigone’s punishment.
Ismene is typically not seen as heroic. Her statement about women’s inferior nature
makes her likely to viewed as submissive and in some ways anti-feminist due to her adherence to
the patriarchy. However, Ismene’s resistance is present, a vow of silence which is easily
overshadowed by Antigone’s actions and statements. Ismene displays an unwavering sense of
loyalty and love for her sister as Antigone does for Polynices. Perhaps Ismene is not willing to
die to bury one of her brothers, but she accepts death by her sister’s side. There is a kind of
strength to stand beside the sister who turned away from her and face death. Much like Antigone,
Ismene accepts death as her punishment, her final loyalty to her sister over the law she was
originally too afraid to defy openly. Due to this, Ismene showcases not only a different
representation of women but also a different form of resistance and another facet to sisterhood.
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Antigone remains true to her earlier words and does not allow Ismene to share
responsibility for her actions. From Ismene’s perspective, she is willing to share the blame and
guilt of the crime committed, but Antigone’s view of Ismene’s actions is in terms of morality and
justice. Ismene refers to her acceptance as sharing the punishment, while Antigone sees her death
as the response of a feared tyrant who unjustly allowed her brother to remain unburied. Due to
their different perspectives and motives, Antigone not only refuses to allow Ismene to share
responsibility but also denies her sister any ties to her. The family is a central focus in feminist
scholarship as gender identity is tied to procreation, family values, roles, and responsibilities
within the family. In Antigone, one of the themes is tyranny within the family, not only in terms
of Creon to Antigone but also Antigone to Ismene.
As a woman living in ancient Greece, Antigone will always be the responsibly of a male
relative, whether by blood or marriage. Antigone’s transgression of the female ascribed actions is
multifaceted. She defies Creon who symbolizes the patriarchy but also serves as the direct source
of oppression in her life. She aligns herself with her dead brother over the living uncle who has
control over her life and her living sister who has as much control as Antigone does. Antigone
cutting off all ties to Ismene can also be interpreted as a symbolic cutting away of another
element that ties her to the male-dominated way of life. Since Ismene still represents a passive
woman, adherent to the patriarchy and passive to the surrounding injustice, Antigone’s ability to
choose emphasizes her agency. Despite gendered expectations, Antigone makes her own
decision and carries it out. This demonstrates that women have the physical capability despite
legal and social limitations. In this sense, to be truly free from the tyranny, Antigone has to defy
both agents of the patriarchy who either directly or indirectly help maintain the gendered power
imbalance.
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Creon then comments on Antigone and Ismene’s exchange. Fitts translates his words as,
“Gentlemen, I beg you to observe these girls/ One has just now lost her mind; the other/It seem,
has never had a mind at all” (ll. 449-451). It is not explicitly stated which sister Creon referred to
as which. However, it can be inferred that he calls Antigone crazy and Ismene a mindless
follower. Under this assumption, the implications are condescending and belittle the agency the
sisters exhibit. However, it also aligns with Antigone’s treatment of Ismene. This makes it
difficult for readers to find Ismene’s actions brave and causes Ismene to be overshadowed.
Overshadowing Ismene silences the bravery of women who followed a similar path and limits
the narrative of the struggle for gender equality. This is limiting because it does not represent the
full scope of women’s actions, which contradicts the goal of reclaiming women’s space. Due to
this, Ismene and Antigone’s relationship showcases some of the dangers associated with the
fragmentation of the modern feminist movement.
Then Creon continues to further cut away Ismene’s connection to Antigone. When
Ismene asks, “What life is there for me to live without her” and “But how could I go on living
without her” (Wyckoff, l.35, Fitts, l.453). Antigone is Ismene’s last living relative and she was
willing to die beside her. Creon replies by telling Ismene that Antigone is already dead.
However, he has not visited the cave yet, so he can only assume she is dead. He could have said
this because the intention is for her to die and thus, the expectation. Perhaps, Creon said it as a
test of loyalty to see how Ismene will react. Will Ismene defy him as he is the killer of her last
surviving relative? Or is it a tactic to cause Ismene to sink into despair and submission?
Ismene makes one last case by reminding Creon that Antigone is engaged to his son,
Haemon who has yet to make an appearance, to which Creon states, “Oh, there are other furrows
for his plough” or “There are places enough for him to push his plow” (Wyckoff, l.1, Fitts,
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l.455). This response is demeaning as it reduces Antigone to an object. It denies her the limited
respectability of the other roles she can fulfill as Haemon’s promised wife and the potential
mother of his future children. Rather, Antigone is just a body to use, a field for her future
husband to plough. However, in Greek mythology, the earth was viewed as a female deity who
was the mother of the Titans. This could refer to respect towards nature which is typically
associated with femininity. However, in modern times, this connection also brings up the
argument of exploitation as humankind abuses, pollutes, and destroys nature for profit, luxuries,
and other selfish gains. Additionally, it offers social commentary on the sexual objectification of
women: women easily can be replaced to fulfill the sexual needs of men.
Sexual objectification is a familiar concept to modern feminists in which women become
objects whose worth is purely physical, rendering them passive and powerless; it can manifest
externally by others and internally by the self (Calogero, 312). The objectified view is
encouraged by and promotes traditional gender stereotypes. Consequences of socialized sexual
objectification led to increased levels of women practicing self-surveillance, internalized shame,
and a hyper-focus on appearance as it is used as social currency and mobility (Calogero, 313).
These practices and beliefs serve as a reminder and enforcer of women’s subordinate status to
men. Additionally, Creon’s comment further implies that there is nothing that makes Antigone
her own person as she can be replaced by any woman who is adherent to the gendered power
imbalance. This again reduces Antigone to a body whose value is based on her use to a man and
the family.
Creon ends the interaction with orders to guard Ismene and Antigone. Fitts translates
Creon’s words as, “You, there, take them away and guard them well/For they are but women,
and even brave men run/When they see Death coming” (ll.463-465). The admittance that even
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brave men flee from death breaks the stereotype of fearless or even emotionless men. While
modern audiences have the option to read the play, the experience was visual for the vast
majority of its original audience. Having a male authority figure on stage making a statement that
contradicts a stereotype acknowledges a gray area where men can cross into the category of
women. In ancient Greek art, “adult men are never depicted expressing fear” and the rare images
where males do exhibit fear, they are “never adult Greek men of the heroic type” (McNiven,
125). Conversely, the comparison emphasizes the fear and cowardice expected of women, even
though neither sister has demonstrated any sign of running from death but both calmly accept
their fate.
After the sisters are escorted out, Haemon enters the scene. The Chorus introduces him as
Creon’s surviving son who is, no doubt, here in grief due to his bride’s impending death. When
Creon asks if Haemon is here to act against his father, Haemon replies that he will continue to
follow and obey his father. Fitts translates the beginning of Creon’s response as, “Good. That is
the way to behave: subordinate/Everything else, my son, to your father’s will” (ll.503-504). It
highlights the full extent of control given to the patriarch of the family. Even though sons have
more agency and choice than daughters, all within the family fall under the command of the
father. It demonstrates the highest level of tyranny within the family as the father controls or has
a heavy influence on all aspects of each member’s life. Towards the middle of Creon’s response
to Haemon, he states, “Son, do not let your lust mislead your mind/all for a woman’s sake” and
“Not to lose your head over this woman/Your pleasure with her would soon, grow cold,
Haemon”, (Wyckoff, ll.10-11, Fitts, ll.512-513). Wyckoff’s translation illustrates the ancient
Greek belief that women were incapable of not exercising their sexual charms and the results
were catastrophic whether deliberate or not (Walcott, 39). Fitts’ translation again denies any
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emotional attachment between Haemon and Antigone, reducing her to a sexual object who he
would have grown tired of.
Creon goes on to discuss the importance of obedience within the family and the state. The
two reflect each other, according to Creon, as a man who keeps order within his house can be
trusted to keep the state in order. Discipline is thus needed to keep the world out of anarchy.
Even though Creon does not explicitly use a gendered framework, his speech illustrates a part of
the larger dynamic concerning the gendered power imbalance. Tyranny within the family must
be under the control of the patriarch to preserve the patriarchy as a whole. Facilitation of the
power imbalance must occur at all levels in order to naturalize these beliefs and help maintain
the system. He concludes with telling statements of, “not let myself be beaten by a woman”, “I
won’t be called weaker than womankind”, “And no woman shall seduce us”, and “Is a woman
stronger than we” (Wyckoff, l.1, l.4, Fitts, l.539, l. 540). Antigone defied Creon within the
private and public sphere, weakening his authority to control both.
Haemon tries to tell Creon that there are men in the city who do not agree with his
wisdom. In dark corner, Haemon has heard them say, “the whole town is grieving for this
girl/unjustly doomed, if a woman ever was/to die in shame for glorious action done” (Wyckoff,
ll.20-24). People are questioning if Antigone’s actions are truly a crime as culturally paying
respect to the dead is a societal and religious obligation. As Haemon continues to speak to his
father, he reveals Creon’s flaw: Creon refuses to listen to other opinions and believes his view is
superior to all others. Haemon respectfully tries to reason with his father, arguing that there is no
shame in learning from others. The Chorus agrees with Haemon, demonstrating that support for
Antigone also exists inside of the palace walls. Creon, however, is insulted by the implication
that he should be taking advice from his son.
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Then Creon asks, “Is the town to tell me how to rule” and then states, “My voice is the
one voice giving orders in this City” (Wyckoff, l.35, Fitts, l.596). Tyrants will not listen to others
who question their authority and try to undermine their power. To feminists, the tyranny of the
patriarchy will not listen to others advocating for equality as it would change their power and
privileges. As the exchange between father and son continues, Haemon talks about justice, again
demonstrating the honor in Antigone’s actions and the justice in her cause. Creon tells him,
“Your mind is poisoned. Weaker than a woman’s” (Wyckoff, l.30). This statement depicts the
socialized view of women as inferior, mentally, physically and emotionally. Creon then accuses
Haemon of acting solely for Antigone. Haemon replies he is arguing for himself, Creon and the
gods. It implies that Antigone’s cause is universal in the sense that its implications are beyond
her burying her brother. This enforces the idea of Antigone as an icon for fighting for equality,
innate dignity, and universal rights.
Haemon then displays the extent of his love for Antigone when it becomes clear that
Creon will not allow her to live: he is prepared to kill himself if she dies. While this type of
extreme behavior is not advocated, especially with the growing awareness of mental health and
efforts towards suicide prevention, it contradicts Creon’s statements of Haemon wanting
Antigone solely for her physical use. It implies a deeper connection and respect for her actions.
However, most scholarship concerning Antigone as a feminist figure as downplayed Haemon’s
interaction with his father. This is interesting because he can be read as an ally.
In modern times, there is a growing campaign of “This is what a feminist looks like”,
which has been used by different organizations, celebrities, political figures, and activists to
demonstrate this idea that anyone can be a feminist. One of its main uses is that men should also
identify as feminists because the movement goes beyond women’s rights and tackles the
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negative consequences of the binary for all sides. Following this argument, is the debate over
“not all men”, which has been used to undermine women’s arguments but also has been used by
male feminists to acknowledge that they as a gender have to actively work to help dismantle the
systems in place. In this sense, Haemon’s role is important because he serves as a male ally, a
fellow femininist in some regards. Yet, his role has been downplayed and the emphasis has been
on Antigone alone.
This can be explained by modern feminists’ hesitance over romantic relationships.
Historically, women in heterosexual relationships have lost their sense of agency and to an
extent, their identity. A woman becomes defined through the man she is involved with. Romance
is a complicated subject for feminists. On one hand, it is a way of fulfillment, a commitment with
positive attributes. On the other, it is heavily ingrained with patriarchal beliefs and practices. The
male love interest has become a way to undermine the female protagonist in the sense that
women cannot become actualized without a man. Various mediums of consumption, from
movies to novels, that center around a female protagonist are mostly romance, feeding into and
growing out of the idea that women’s stories can only involve a romantic relationship with men.
This downplays women’s abilities and capacities.
Female heroes are also victim to this trope where their stories become limited to their
romantic relationships. Whenever presented with a strong, likeable female character, a love
interest is likely to follow. If a female character does not have a love interest, she might be used
to communicate societal views of a woman who somehow “fails” at her gender. To turn
Antigone into an icon and read her as a heroine causes her relationship with Haemon to be
problematic. It is fairly easy to sweep him under the rug because in the play, Antigone herself
does not interact with him, nor does she factor him into her decision-making. However, Haemon
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believes in her, trying to convince his father that she is right without breaking his ties to Creon as
Antigone had broken her ties to everyone save Polynices. Haemon’s interaction with Creon
carries weight and demonstrates that Antigone’s cause applies to more than this isolated incident.
When Haemon leaves, Creon reveals his plan to seal Antigone within a cave, far from the
city. Antigone is then brought back, and the Chorus shows signs of guilt and grief at her looming
death sentence. They make the comment, “What woman has ever found your way to death”
(Fitts, l.670). It highlights one of the reasons why Antigone stood out amongst other women in
ancient Greek myths and plays, why Antigone is still known, studied, and reanalyzed today. Her
story is remarkable and when feminists turned to history to find their legacy, one understands
why she is re-casted into the feminist narrative.
In Wyckoff’s translation, the Chorus tells Antigone, “You showed respect for the dead/So
we for you: but power/is not to be thwarted so” (ll.24-25). This statement underscores that her
actions are admirable, indicating that she is challenging an injustice. However, power cannot be
thwarted and thus needs to be preserved. Preserving power then means her actions cannot be
praised by those with social authority and she must be punished. It is an example of being able to
look back on a remarkable individual and recognize them for the causes they fought and died for,
but at the moment to be unable to challenge the culture and time and have to essentially be a
bystander. Before she is taken away to be killed, Antigone makes a closing remark about the
actions she did on behalf of her love for her family and respect for the gods. She states, “And yet
the wise will know my choice was right…what divine justice have I disobeyed…I stand
convicted of impiety/the evidence of my piety duty done” (Wyckoff, ll. 21, 38, 41-42). It can be
argued that Antigone is stubborn, as unyielding in her view as Creon. Similarly, both believe
themselves to be right. However, Antigone is the admirable one.
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Her extreme behavior is justified rather Creon’s is tyrannical. This could be because
Antigone is a sympathetic character: she is a woman, socially and legally disadvantaged, who
wishes to honor her brother’s corpse. Since the beginning of the play, Antigone knows death is
the waiting consequence but nevertheless honors Polynices and stands by her decision.
Depending on how the readers interpret the other characters, Antigone stands out against the
timid sister, power-oriented uncle, and the Chorus who agree with her but will not openly defy
Creon. The introduction of Haemon adds to her depiction of a life ended early and unjustly. She
will be mourned by a sister and fiancé. Furthermore, as she continues to display a sense of
courage and nobility typically reserved for male heroes. This allows readers to identify her as the
hero of the play and thus view Creon as the one in the wrong.
As Antigone is taken away, the Chorus recount other tragic endings, stories most likely
familiar to the original audience. The connection the Chorus establishes between these stories
and Antigone is that they are ones of suffering. Willner argues that “female virtue cannot defend
them from misfortune, suffering, or death; however, women who act cannot be wives or mothers,
if they’re already wives/mothers they cannot remain alive” (72). Already a victim of the gender
binary, Antigone has limited choices to protect herself from misfortune and oppression. By
acting and defying the ascribed boundaries of womanhood, she will be denied the roles given to
women. She will not be allowed to live to be a wife or mother and already a double-victim, it
will be hard for the original audience to reconcile her as a hero equal to prominent male figures,
such as Heracles, Theseus or Perseus.
Teiresias, the blind prophet, and his young attendant enter the scene after Antigone is led
away. He describes the omens seen by his attendant and what they mean for Thebes. A new
misfortune has befallen the city and this time, it is Creon’s fault. The gods are not accepting any
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offerings, showing their displeasure with Creon’s decision. Teiresias tells Creon to learn from his
mistake and yield. In Fitts’ translation, Teiresias tells Creon, “The only crime is pride” (l. 806).
Creon was not acting as a leader should, instead he was ruled by his own fears and prejudices.
There is divine support for Antigone, linking her actions to a higher sense of morality and
justice. Despite her flaws, the gods show that she is right. To a modern feminist, this is appealing
as the superiority of men have religious justifications under the Judeo-Christian tradition. The
legacy of the patriarchy has long established roots that have divine support. Even though the
ancient Greek gods are considered myths, Antigone is a story where a woman defies the
patriarchy and has the gods siding with her. That has a strong appeal when searching for a
history of marginalized groups.
However, Creon does not believe Teiresias and states that he is lying for profit. The two
exchange a heated but short debate which concludes with Teiresias foreseeing what the
misfortune that will befall Creon before he leaves. Creon admits to the Chorus that Teiresias’
prophecies have always been true, yet his mind is still torn. The incoming sense of doom is not
enough to cause him to yield. It is not a matter of yielding to the gods, but rather yielding to
Antigone and admitting that she, a young woman, and his son, a young man, who boldly and
openly defied him, was right while he was wrong. It is interesting to note that Antigone in the
sources I have come across is read as a young woman.
Contextualizing Antigone in her original intent would place her as about fourteen years
old. This would make her a child, especially by modern standards. However, modern sources do
not read Antigone as a child, referring to her as a young woman, placing her as young as
eighteen to early twenties. Perhaps, it is because it is uncomfortable to imagine a child in her
place, a child preparing to die. It would certainly add to the nobility and innocence of her
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impending death, but it would also take away some of the power of her story and turn it solely
into a tragedy. No one wants to romanticize a child’s death, even if for a righteous cause.
Furthermore, Antigone’s age explains her interactions with Creon in regard to her responses and
open defiance. However, admitting this might undermine feminists’ arguments due to
perceptions of children being unable to make fully-formed decisions and having their own sense
of agency. As noted earlier in the analysis, when Creon speaks to her condescendingly, he
implies she is a child. Treating an adult as a child is seen as an insult because it implies lack of
agency and abilities.
Creon then asks the Chorus for advice, who urge him to yield. Reluctantly, Creon agrees
to stop fighting the divine and will go free Antigone himself. Afterward, a messenger and the
Chorus are the only ones in the scene. The messenger says he has sad news to share. He tells the
Chorus how Haemon killed himself, which Haemon’s mother, Queen Eurydice overhears. She
asks the messenger to share his news. The messenger describes what happened: when Creon had
the cave opened, Antigone was found dead by hanging herself. Haemon was weeping over her
body, arms around her waist. When Creon entered, in grief, Haemon drew his sword and
attacked, but missed, overjudged and then stabbed himself. At the end of the messenger’s
account, Eurydice leaves without a word, troubling the Chorus. The messenger leaves to check
on the queen just as the king enters. Creon bemoans the loss of his son, admitting his
responsibility.
The messenger returns and adds to Creon’s burden: Eurydice is dead. The doors of the
palace are opened to reveal her dead body. The messenger then tells Creon she blames him for
the death of her last surviving son and killed herself after hearing about Haemon’s death. Creon
then asks to be taken away, filled with grief and guilt at the loss of his wife and child. The play
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ends with the last words from the Chorus, who states that the gods must have their due and even
in old age, wisdom is learned: “No wisdom but in submission to the gods/Big words are always
punished/And proud men in old age learn to be wise” (Fitts, 1040-1042.)
Reflecting on Antigone holistically, Antigone’s function in the play is to illustrate the
concept of the “female question” in which as a woman as she presents challenges to “the efficacy
of reason and the centrality of power and authority” that must be acknowledged to understand
the political nature of society (Saxonhouse, 404). She is the cause of the tragedy as her actions
result from “the failure of the hero to recognize man's relationship to a diverse natural world and
the need to adapt to that diversity” (Saxonhouse, 405). However, depending on one’s reading of
the play, Creon carries similar blame as his actions also contribute to the unfolding events. As a
female, Antigone raises questions concerning the fragility of the construction of gender,
challenging the ingrained gendered power imbalance.
To classical Athens, Antigone may serve as a lesson against tyranny; while Antigone’s
actions spark this chain of events, Creon’s unwillingness to be advised contributes to his own
misfortunes. It takes the death of his wife and child, but in the end, Creon learns that her cause
and actions cannot be denied. They cannot be denied in the sense that they are morally right and
there are repercussions for trying to deny her stance. Even though he perceived her as a threat
and tried to further oppress her, he was ignorant of his limitations, showcasing the weaknesses of
the patriarchal system as a whole.
Faced with the ‘female question’, the answer tends to be either ignore, deny, or oppress
her. This is a challenge familiar to the modern feminist whose grass-roots beginning turned to the
male-dominated canon and reexamined to reclaim their space and form an identity. To the
Athenian audience of fifth-century Greece, Antigone was a lesson against the dangers of
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autocracy. However, she had taken on a secondary life of her own in modern times as the
tyranny of autocracy served to symbolize the tyranny of the patriarchy. Creon serves as a oneman representation of the patriarchy, at times carrying the burden of representing the patriarchy
as a whole. Using Creon to symbolize the patriarchy as a whole simplifies the nuances within the
play by overlooking Antigone’s flaws and magnifying Creon’s. However, it emphasizes
Antigone’s role as a symbol of resistance and nonviolence. She is an early example of
transgressing the gender roles, and represents fighting for a cause, for universal rights, innate
dignity, and justice.
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IV
Medea
The play Medea is a mix of myth, invented drama and elements inspired by historical
figures. As a character of collective myth, Medea is the daughter of King Aeëtes of Colchis,
niece of Circe who plays a role in the Odyssey, and granddaughter Helios, the first Greek sun
god before the more renowned Apollo. Her story is broken down into five main episodes which
have been chronicled by different individuals:
a. The Colchian story: Medea helps Jason, who has arrived with the Argonauts, obtain
the Golden Fleece; she must then flee with him.
b. The Iolcan story: Medea helps Jason avenge himself on the Pelias; they must flee
from the Pleaides, who seek revenge.
c. The Corinthian story: Medea avenges herself on Jason, who has abandoned her, by
killing the Corinthian king, his daughter, and the children whom Medea borne to
Jason; she then must flee.
d. The Athenian story: Medea becomes the campion to King Aegeus and almost kills his
son, Theseus; she then must flee.
e. The Median story: after fleeing from Athens, Medea settles among the Arioi in the
Iranian highlands, who since that time have been called “Medes” (Graff, 22).

Euripides’ play Medea follows the story of the Corinthian episode. Gilbert Murray’s
translation of the play includes an argument in which the stories of the Colchian and Iolcan
episodes are summarized. Murray’s summary begins explaining how Jason is sent to retrieve the
Golden Fleece in order to reclaim his throne from his uncle, King Pelias. In Colchis, Jason and
his band of heroes known as the Argonauts are sure to fail. Medea, the princess of the land, falls
in love with Jason and slays the serpent guarding the fleece, or in some renditions puts the
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serpent to sleep, deceives her father, and secures the fleece. When her brother, Absyrtus, plans to
kill Jason, Medea stabs him and then flees with Jason.
Upon their return, Pelias does not easily give up the throne and Medea tricks him,
causing his death. Jason and Medea flee to Corinth where the aging king offers Jason his
daughter’s hand. Murray’s argument highlights one of the key points of tension in the play:
“Jason could not avoid taking Medea with him though of course, in fifth-century Athens, no
legal marriage was possible between a Greek and a barbarian from Colchis” (448). Medea’s
outsider status is a main point of contention within the play and further complicates her gendered
social and legal standing. Murray concludes the summary with a rather negative view of Medea:
“Jason doubtless felt it necessary to free himself somehow from this wild beast of a woman who
was ruining his life” (448). This statement demonizes Medea and asks for sympathy for Jason, a
basis leaning for first-time readers.
On the other hand, Rex Warner’s translation includes a note with the concluding
sentence: Medea… “features strong dramatic situations and a stirring part for the heroine whose
attitude and pride and revolt against tradition still strikes a very modern note” (ix). Modern
readers of this translation, if they read the note, will already get the sense that they can relate to
this heroine who is depicted as a symbol of resistance. It underscores the modern feminist
reevaluation of Medea as her crimes are not forgiven or ignored but reexamined from different
angles. These two contrasting views of her also highlight the complicated nature of Medea as a
feminist icon.
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Historical Reading
Historical readings of Medea include the importance of oaths, the idea of friendship in
ancient Greece, and whether or not Medea and Jason are actually married. In the play, Medea
refers to oaths she made with Jason. These oaths would have honor bound Jason to fulfill his
obligations to her and vice versa. Oaths had social and religious implications, tied to one’s honor
and an area protected by the gods. It is related to the notion of friendship. In ancient Greece,
friendship could refer to kinship, but it also denoted political association, the promise of aid in
emergencies, public support or influence, and even business transactions. Thus, when Jason
betrayed their friendship, it turned him and Medea into enemies. If Medea was a man, it would
have been acceptable for her to enact revenge for the betrayal since their two houses are now
rivals.
Furthermore, Medea’s status as a foreigner brings into question the legitimacy of their
marriage. As a foreigner, marriage between them would not be legal. Perhaps, she refers to
marriage because of the oath they took. However, this would not grant her legal or social
protections when she is cast aside for another wife. This brings up another important historical
reading: Jason is within his right to procure another wife. Usually, this type of situation would
require the men of the wife’s family to negotiate the divorce. On her behalf, they would argue for
the return of the dowry and other demands. However, Medea has no family, no male family
members to represent her. She has no social, legal, or economic protections, leaving her
extremely vulnerable.

Feminist Readings
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The play opens with the Nurse standing in front of Medea’s house in Corinth. It was interesting
that both translations refer to the house as Medea’s. Property ownership in fifth-century Athens
is a matter of marriage and inheritance, the ultimate goal being the husband obtaining the
property, the property is passed on to a male child, or the female heir keeping the property to
pass on to a male relative through marriage (MacLachlan, 93). Medea’s status as a foreigner,
disgraced daughter, and an unmarried mother further complicates property law, but this form of
independence emphasizes her difference from the stereotype and expectations. The Nurse is the
only on stage, retelling the woes of her mistress, Medea, who has “in word and deed/Served
always Jason” and “helped Jason in every way” (Murray, ll.12-13, Warner, l.13). Yet in return,
despite all of Medea’s help and giving him two sons, Jason forsakes her for the Corinth princess.
Already Medea’s situation can evoke sympathy from modern feminists. To Jason, she is a
means to end, keep when convenient and then tossed aside when no longer useful with no
consideration for her feelings. Marriage in ancient Greece was fluid in the sense that divorce was
easily attainable through mutual consent, the husband sending the wife away from his house, or
the wife asking her father or another male citizen to bring the case before the archon (Pomeroy,
64). If Medea was an Athenian, there would be legal and financial protections in case of a
divorce; however, Medea is denied any form of protection as a foreigner (Fantham, 69).
Additionally, even if a marriage between Jason and Medea was recognized, he could still easily
cast her aside for the Corinth princess. Jason would not be judged for wanting a wife who is
younger, wealthier, and of high status. However, the Nurse continues to describe Medea’s
emotional turmoil over the events, showcasing how Medea’s emotions for Jason were used
against her. The Nurse explains that Medea is calling upon the oath the two made, calling upon
the gods as her witness.
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The reference to the oath is important. If Medea was a man, Jason’s honor would be at
stake for breaking a promise. However, as a woman, she has no legal ground or protection.
Modern feminists can identify with the lack of opportunities concerning legal justice within a
marriage or relationship involving children. Court systems and bodies of law have progressed to
improve women’s legal status and chances of claiming legal protection, but the historical
tradition has left lingering sentiments in which women bringing to court certain cases, such as
harassment, assault, abuse, and rape, against men face numerous obstacles. However, Medea is
confident enough in the justice owed to her that she calls on the gods.
Warner translates the Nurse’s words towards the end of her speech in reference to Medea
as, “She will never/put up with the treatment she is getting” (ll.18-19). Medea is clearly not the
passive or submissive ideal woman. Even without knowing the rest of her myth, readers already
get the sense that Medea is strong-willed and very willing to act, within the context of the play,
making her embody a masculine power. Medea had made herself vulnerable for Jason and he
repaid her by making her more vulnerable. However, Medea is not a typical female tragic
character as, despite the vulnerability, she is not powerless. As shown when the Nurse concludes
her speech with fears of what actions Medea might commit in retaliation, there is a sense of
danger surrounding Medea.
Medea is dangerous not only because of her magic but also because she embodies male
power. She is not just a woman willing to act in defiance, she is a warrior pointing the sword and
using the sword. While violence is not a promotion of the modern feminist movement, Medea’s
role as the aggressor is appealing. Historically speaking she should be the victim, the one facing
the aggression with limited options and some deadly outcomes. Victimhood has a connotation of
being powerless, and while Medea is still a victim of Jason’s betrayals, of being a foreign
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outcast, she is anything but powerless. Rather, she is the aggressor, in her own way protecting
herself as she depends on Jason to an extent as do her children.
The slave in charge of Medea’s two sons enter with the children and interacts with the
Nurse. Warner refers to the elderly man as Tutor while Murray as Attendant. The Attendant tells
the Nurse that he overheard how the king of Corinth, Creon, plans on exiling Medea and her two
sons. The Nurse believes that Jason, as their father, would not allow this to happen regardless of
his current situation with Medea. However, the Attendant says, “He is not now/Husband nor
father here, nor any kin” and “Old ties give place to new ones. As for Jason, he/No longer has
feelings for this house of ours” (Murray, ll. 24-25, Warren, ll.4-5). As the father, Jason is the
family’s means of protection, connection to the public, and legal representation. If he no longer
feels an obligation to honor those ties, he is leaving his children and Medea without the last
protections afforded to them in their situation.
The Nurse then sends the children and Attendant inside, remarking on Medea’s darkness
and the possibility of violence. Even without meeting Medea, the modern audience already gets a
taste for her complex status. She is clearly a victim, heartbroken and vulnerable, but at the same
time, she is a threat, something to be feared, and willing to strike back. Medea then enters,
cursing her children: “Unfathered children, God hate you/As I am hated, and him, too” and “I
hate you/Children of a hateful mother. I curse you/And your father” (Murray, ll.27-28, Warren,
ll. 13-15). Medea is a mother but does not conform to qualities associated with a perfect mother.
She is not the nurturing figure who is shown taking care of the children. Rather she is like a
wicked stepmother from a fairytale: a mother figure in title who poses a danger to the children
and seeks some sort of selfish personal gain. This is one possible reading of her as a mother.
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The Chorus, made up of Corinthian women, enter. The Leader of the Chorus asks after
Medea and the house, to which the Nurse replies, “There is no house”/ “There is no home”
(Murray, l.20, Warren l.8). This statement symbolizes the lack of feminine that is typically
attributed to Medea. She is not the mother, not the wife, not the woman; she is the killer, the
aggressor, the one taking action. Medea then cries out, bemoaning her situation and talks of
relieving herself of the pain by taking her own life. The Chorus remark that death is not the
answer and that her situation is not uncommon. The acknowledgment of Medea’s woes being a
common shared experience of women in this time period highlights the historical roots of women
as objects and property that men can discard and essentially pass around if no longer needed or
valued.
Medea continues to bemoan her situation, making reference to the betrayals against her
family she committed for Jason. Again, the gods are called upon, Zeus as Keeper of Oaths in
particular. The Chorus asks the Nurse to bring Medea out to them, so they can try to console her
before she succumbs to her passions. In the two translations, the Chorus exemplify traditional
feminine qualities: to soothe her rage, to speak kindly, offering shows of compassion and love,
and describing themselves as the ones who need to stop her from hurting others. They offer a
contrasting representation of women, the expected representation. Serving as a foil at this
moment, they underscore Medea’s masculine energy and her non-feminineness. The Nurse
leaves to fetch Medea. In Warren’s translation, Medea comes out with other servants while in
Murray’s, she emerges from the house alone.
Medea then addresses the Corinthian women, speaking about the shared experiences
between them and then how her situation differs. Murray translates her words as, “Of all things
upon earth that bleed and grow/A herb most bruised is woman”, while Warren as, “We women
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are the most unfortunate creatures” (ll. 33-34, l. 28). This declaration is one women of Medea’s
historical context and today can relate to, sympathizing with the implied oppression, inequality,
burdens and consequences of societal standards. She continues with, “Our store of gold…To buy
us some man’s love; and lo, they bring/A master of our flesh” (Murray, ll.36-38). In her
historical context, Medea is referring to a dowry necessary for procuring a marriage, but modern
readers can read it as a price paid in general for a marriage. Historically speaking, marriage is an
extension of the patriarchal apparatus.
From a more modern perspective before crucial legal gains, within a marriage “men
controlled the economic and physical well-being of their wives and children” while “women’s
duties included sexual intercourse, childbirth, housework, and child rearing” (Freeman, 163).
While there is an emotional component and in certain cases religious significance in marriage,
marriage dissolved the woman’s identity, limited her agency and restricted her to the domestic
sphere. Marriage is still an important topic for feminists today in terms of addressing the
lingering beliefs and practices linked to the idea of husbands being the master of their wives’
flesh, again reducing women to an object, molding a woman into a mother and wife, roles that
become their identity.
Medea then continues with “a good or bad one”, in reference to a husband, “there is no
easy escape/For a woman, nor can she say no to her marriage” (Warren, ll. 14-15). There is a
tradition of having a marriage arranged, especially by older male relatives; this practice still
occurs in certain cultures or situations and is reminiscent in the tradition of asking a father or
father figure for their permission to marry their daughter. Divorce law evolved over time and it
became difficult for women to obtain a divorce or procure legal protection from abusive
husbands. There was also a social stigma attached to divorce and helped create this notion of a
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martyr wife and mother: “to suffer and to be silent under suffering seems the great command she
has to obey.” (Welter, 162). Suffering became socialized to be an accepted part of being a wife
and mother, a condition that not only had to be borne but done so silently. Medea, however, is
not going to suffer in silence nor is she going to accept this state as her permanent condition.
Medea remarks, “I know how full of fears a woman is/And faint at need and shrinking
from the light/Of battle: but once spoil her of her right/In man’s love…No bloodier spirit
between heaven and hell” (Murray, 34-38). The first half of her statement refers to stereotypes of
women and then concludes of a warning to beware of a woman scorned. However, it is clear that
Medea is not afraid nor shying away from conflict. She explains how she is homeless and
without a family, “thought nothing of” by her husband, merely, “something he won in a foreign
land” (Warren, ll.9-10). Not content to be a discarded prize, Medea admits she plans to devise a
way to get back at her husband, the king, and his daughter.
The Chorus expresses sympathy to her plight and then King Creon enters. He then
promptly banishes Medea and her two children. When she asks why Creon is banishing them, he
admits he is afraid of her. He calls her clever, trained in evil arts and comments on the rumors
her promising harm to Jason, his daughter and himself. For a man who occupies one of the
highest authority positions in society to be openly afraid of Medea, makes her story distinct.
Medea remarks that her reputation precedes her, that her knowledge of certain arts causes men to
judge and fear her. To the modern feminist, she becomes the sympathetic smart and independent
woman who is called a witch so there is a societal approved way to oppress or ostracize her.
Medea then fells to her knees, beseeching Creon.
Creon is unyielding in his decision to banish her and her children. However, Medea
accepts her fate and asks only to be allowed to stay one more day. He grants her request and then
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exits. After the king leaves, Medea discusses the possibility of killing Jason and his new wife.
Under a modern perspective, the interpretation of Medea as violent and deviant exemplifies the
lack of acknowledgment of “the potential contribution of women’s social, political or economic
discrimination towards their offending behavior” (Yardley,8). The complexity of the social
factors that prompt women to commit crimes is typically overlooked and fall under either
manifestations of a lack of femininity or a sense of hyper-femininity in which their passion for a
man consumes them. Medea’s love for Jason is not the only driving motivation for revenge; she
was betrayed and then left with nothing. Jason essentially ruined her when he married the
Corinth princess.
Medea then goes into the house and the Chorus comment on what will happen. Murray
translates their words as, “Life is changed, and the laws of it o’ertrod/Men shall be the slave, the
affrighted, the low-liver…And woman, yes, woman, shall be terrible in story” (ll.20-23). Warren
has it as, “And let the world’s great order be reversed/It is the thoughts of men that are deceitful/
Their pledges that are loose…Women are paid their due” (ll. 8-12). It is made explicitly clear
that the stereotypes the patriarchy depend on are inverted. The translations offer two different
interpretations of the events that are going to unfold. Murray paints Medea as the villain, a
woman bringing a horrible fate onto a man, while Warren describes it as an endeavor for justice,
a chance where the double standard is acknowledged, and the man has to pay for his deceit and
unfaithfulness.
Jason then enters, blaming Medea’s exile on the fact she could not hold her tongue. He
then tries to paint himself as a savior, telling her she can continue to slander him, but he will help
her, so she and the children are not without some money. Medea reappears, calling him her
enemy and stating how he betrayed a friend, shamelessly and without pity. The use of friend and
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enemy is significant because in their historical context, “heroes…lived and died by a simple code
'help your friends and hurt your enemies' it was only to be expected that their revenge when they
felt themselves unjustly treated, scorned, could be huge and deadly” (Gabriel, 353). Medea
helped Jason, saving his life, a fact “every Greek knows” (Warren, l. 15). They became friends,
which in ancient Greece has a set of societal rules, and despite Medea’s feelings for him, he
betrayed her a friend. It is an injustice Medea feels she must be compensated for. However, as a
woman, she is perceived as a scorned woman, a rejected lover, who does not have a legal or even
social standing to ask for justice.
She continues to list the people she deceived and betrayed to help Jason, highlighting her
lack of options outside of Jason’s protection. Jason’s lack of faithfulness to the mother of his
children is also mentioned, a spot for modern feminists trying to breakdown the double standards
involved in relationships, marriage, parenthood, and pursuing possible relationships as it is
normalized that faithfulness is only expected of women. In Jason’s reply, he cites the
Cyprian/Cypris as the one who saved his life. He then discredits her claim of friendship, stating
she acted out of love. Furthermore, he states that she received more from him than what she gave
to him. Because of him, she gets to live in a Greek land, not surrounded by barbarians, where is
order and law. Second, it is because of him that Greeks know her story and her cleverness; he
argues that if she remained where she was, she would not have her fame. These statements raise
two important points of analysis.
The first being that Medea allows modern feminists to explore the concept of “Other”.
Identifying as Other is not only through gender but also race and ethnicity. Leading up to this
point in the play, there are several references to Medea’s foreign status. She is a ‘barbarian’, not
a Greek. Her culture is seen as uncivilized and inferior. This resonates with post-colonial
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feminism. Post-colonial feminism can be defined as “an exploration of and at the intersections of
colonialism and neocolonialism with gender, nation, class, race, and sexualities in the different
contexts of women’s lives, their subjectivities, work, sexuality, and rights” (Schwarz, 53). It
examines the framework of not only empire but also the power dynamics between the countries
known collectively as the West and the rest of the world, especially countries and areas exploited
for profit and resources. Using this as a lens of analysis, Medea is appealing to a multicultural
modern audience, especially in America.
Helene P. Foley, an American classist, examines twentieth-century productions of Medea
in America to understand the growth in popularity in adaptations and new versions since the
1970s. She discovers that Medea is utilized as a voice to marginalized groups, seen as a
“complex and multifaceted heroine” who is “the wronged, if horrific, cultural ‘other,’ whether
that other is black, mulatto, Native American, Asian, lesbian, a failed beauty queen, a drag
queen, or an abused teenage mother” (Foley, 192). Medea is both empowered and victimized,
offering a representation of a failed assimilation in which she does not succumb to the injustice
of the ‘civilized’ society but rather actively takes her own form of justice. Additionally, Medea’s
combination of feminine and masculine qualities has led her to be reexamined as androgynous,
allowing individuals of the LGBTQ+ community to identify with the ways she crosses the
gender boundaries and occupies both spaces. This reading places her in a struggle where
historically there is a lot of violence.
Violence against women has deep roots as do hate crimes against the LGBTQ+
community, but the racial struggle for equality has a dark history. Violence against racial Others
is built on exploitation, mass murders, cultural destruction, enslavement, torture, degradation,
and other horrendous acts. In this structure, justice, protection, and retaliation blur together,
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manifesting in active and responsive violence. This structure does not allow for violence to be
viewed positively as victims and aggressors are not clearly defined as neither are motives.
However, in this system responding violence becomes seen as a necessity, one of the limited
options while caught in this vicious cycle. Medea finds herself in this structure, a victim, an
aggressor and unable to be the hero.
The second point of analysis Jason’s statement offers is when he says she owes her fame
to him. The tone is condescending and dismissive, discrediting all of her work and help. It is also
a tactic to try to reestablish power over someone. Jason is essentially trying to manipulate Medea
into believing she owes him something. This tactic can be familiar to modern individuals who
are victims of abusive relationships or various forms of harassment or coercion. Jason then
continues on to justify his marriage to the Corinth princess. He claims it was done so with Medea
and the children’s best interest in mind. It is another manipulation tactic to take away
responsibility from Jason and places it on Medea. In a twisted way, it is Medea’s fault that he has
to marry the princess: as exiles neither can offer much to their children in terms of opportunities
and wealth, but Jason has the chance to marry a princess and through his children with her can
create familial ties that can rise Medea and his children with Medea out of misfortune. However,
he tells Medea that if she was not blinded by jealousy, she would understand how beneficial the
new marriage would be for her and their children.
For a modern reader, it is another tactic of manipulation. Jason is trying to convince
Medea that she is unreasonable in her anger, invalidating her feelings and trying to paint himself
as the savior of the family. The Chorus, though, do not buy into his speech and point out that he
betrayed the family he is claiming to protect. Medea also calls out his lies, which he denies. She
then says how his “old barbarian bride…grew grey-haired” and was replaced by his younger
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bride (Murray, ll.17,19). Jason denies this, saying the Corinth princess means nothing to him, is a
means to help his children. Both express similar sentiments: Jason only cares for what women
can offer him and does not value them as people. He cares neither for Medea or his new bride’s
feelings, believing his actions to be just and his wants and needs to supersede those of others.
When Jason fails to convince Medea, he again blames her for her fate, telling her that she should
not have sworn vengeance. He then offers her money and favors from his friends for when she
and the children go into exile.
Jason does not offer to try to convince the king or beg for mercy on Medea or the
children’s behalf. His plan is based on years in the future, if he has sons with the Corinth princess
who might decide to help their half-brothers in their future. To believe in his plan, Medea would
need to have a lot of trust in Jason, but after his betrayal and how easily he discarded her, how
can she place that must trust in him, to willingly go into exile and wait for him to save her?
Furthermore, Jason’s plan is based on his hypothetical sons with the Corinth princess viewing his
sons with Medea in a positive light. As Creon has made his dislike for Medea, it can be assumed
that Jason’s new bride also dislikes her. Thus, the dislike could be transferred onto her children
and taught to any children of the princess. This would make Medea’s children and the princess’
children rivals, causing Medea’s children to be in danger as they will be seen as a potential
threat.
Medea refuses to seek the help of his friends and Jason leaves the scene. After a speech
by the Chorus, Aegeus, king of Athens, passes by and stops to speak with Medea. They exchange
dialogue concerning his journey to Delphi to ask the Oracle for children. He explains that he is in
Corinth, seeking Pittheus to discuss what the Oracle told him. Aegeus then comments on
Medea’s haggard appearance to which she explains how Jason has wronged her. Aegeus offers
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sympathy, agreeing that she has reason to be upset. However, even though he does not agree
with Jason’s actions, he does not deny that Jason has the power to discard Medea to remarry
another.
Medea then tells him of her banishment to which Aegeus hopes that Jason does not agree with.
She then begs him to help her by giving her shelter in Athens in exchange for a solution to his
childlessness. Aegeus agrees for two reasons: first, for “religion’s sake”/ “for the sake of the
gods” and the promise of children (Murray, l.28, Warren, l. 13). This could be in reference to the
oath Jason broke as honor, promises, and have religious obligations and social importance.
However, Aegeus agrees to help her on the stipulation that she escape Corinth on her own and
seek his friendship once in Athens. Medea in return asks for an oath, weary of placing her trust
and leaving her fate in another man’s hands after Jason.
Aegeus does so and then departs. Addressing the Chorus, Medea then reveals her plans.
She will trick Jason into believing that she agrees with him about the benefits of marrying the
princess but will ask for her children to remain here. She then states that she would not leave her
children in a place full of people who dislike her, showcasing protective feelings and a sense of
attachment to her children that some interpretations deny her. Continuing with her plan, Medea
explains that she will send her children to the princess with gifts to spare their banishment.
However, the gifts will be poisoned. The next part of her plan makes her weep, according to
Warren, and gnash their teeth, as Murray translates: kill her own children. This action is what
ultimately causes audiences to demonize her. As a mother figure, Medea is selfish and wicked,
but it is more complicated than that.
Murray translates Medea’s next words as, “mine, whom no hand shall steal from me
away” while Warren has it as, “my children, there is none who can give them safety” (l.35, l. 10).
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There is no guarantee of safety for Medea’s children. Aegeus could have extended protection to
the children, but that is only a possibility if they manage to make it out of Corinth. While Medea
did not have to use them as props in her plan for revenge, she cannot trust Jason to look out for
their children’s well-being. Even though Jason claimed to be acting in his sons’ best interest, he
cannot promise that if his new wife or father-in-law asked him to harm, disown, or even kill his
sons with Medea, he would not do it. Furthermore, there is a possibility that the king or princess
themselves will directly or indirectly cause the children harm. Medea betrayed her family out of
love and a sacred oath to Jason; Jason betrayed her for his own personal gain. Ruined and
discarded, she has more enemies than options and a list of people who might be after her
children. There is a strong possibility that she killed her children to spare them from a worse fate.
A horrible act could be strongly motived by desperation, mercy, and love.
Additionally, this story can be interpreted as one of rivals and enemies. Medea views
herself as an active party who has been injured by one who promised her friendship. From the
start of the play, Jason is Medea’s enemy. Creon and the princess belong to the enemy camp.
Now as rivals and enemies, the agenda of each party is to injure, enslave or kill the family or
children of the other. Creon openly plans on hurting Medea and her children by banishment,
perhaps not openly deciding to kill the children as they can still be seen as Jason’s. Medea’s
views on the children are complicated. They are hers, but they are also Jason’s. Other enemies of
Jason could get to him through the children and Medea, as Jason’s enemy but also their mother,
gets there first.
Medea also argues that she has nothing to offer her children and without Jason’s support,
her children could very possibility live a life of hardship and poverty. She admits her mistake
was trusting a Greek. Following the interpretation of Medea as the modern concept of a racial
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Other, killing her children can be seen symbolically as resistance to allowing the ‘civilizing’ or
‘superior’ culture to take the last, pure part of Medea. Medea does not seem to care that others
see as something dark and dangerous, but her children are untainted. They are the true innocents
in this story. Thus, she could be prepared to kill them in order to not allow others to reduce them.
In a twisted way, Medea might view killing her children as the only way to truly save them, from
their father, her enemies, and quite possibility the dangerous consequences she will inflict upon
their safety for planning to kill King Creon and his daughter.
The Chorus begs Medea to not carry out her plan, stating “thou canst kill the fruit thy
body bore” (Murray, l. 24). This translation might conjure Christian imagery to modern readers
as the relationship between the Virgin Mary and the fruit of her womb, Jesus. The Madonna and
child have been used as the epitome of motherhood. Religious framework helped facilitate
gendered language that constructed women’s identities, bodies, and lives around a husband,
household and children. Stemmed from the Madonna and other figures and beliefs, the
confinement of the concept of being a true woman emerged. However, Medea is no Madonna;
she is not a virtuous, submissive angel of the house. Perhaps, that is her appeal in light of what
she plans to do with her children. “Real women often felt they did not live up to the ideal of True
Womanhood” and in wake of Medea’s flaws, independence, provocative actions, power, and
selfishness, there is a sense of connection (Welter, 174). Medea is terribly human, a victim more
than willing to turn Jason into a victim. Her situation, motives, and choices are complicated,
revolving around emotions and influenced by economic, political, and social factors.
Medea then summons the Nurse to go fetch Jason. The Chorus then describe Athens and
ask how this wonderful city will welcome Medea, a murderer of her own children. The Nurse
then returns with Jason, who is quick to point out his kindness in the wake of Medea’s hate,
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again painting himself as the one who is reasonable and helpful. Medea plays Jason’s ego,
admitting the error in her judgment, the wisdom in his actions and renounces her bitterness and
hate. She calls her children to her and asks them to greet their father who she has made peace
with. As the children embrace Jason, Medea begins to tear up, possibly expressing sorrow or
regret over the impending death of her children.
Jason states that Medea’s change of heart is wise, that it is “nature’s way/A woman needs
must stir herself to a wrath/When work of marriage by so strange a path/Crosseth her lord”
(Murray, 27-29). According to this translation, Jason is operating under the belief that gender is
natural, and women are prone to hysterics or passions and a woman’s husband is her personal
lord. These implications would resonate with modern feminists who have struggled to overcome
the far-reaching consequences of the gendered power imbalance. Furthermore, in Murray’s
translation, Medea states, “a woman’s bosom bears/But woman’s courage, a thing born for tears”
(ll.18-19). This is not an agreement that women are weak and emotional but can be seen as
homage to the burdens of motherhood, the complications caused by lack of agency and choices,
economic hardship, legal barriers, social stigma, and the constant threat of vulnerability that
shape women’s lives. Medea states, “I am their mother” when Jason asks why she grieves so
much for the children (Warren, l. 9). Despite her determination to carry out her plan, Medea
grieves the choices that have brought her to this place, this place of desperation where the only
way out for her children she sees is death.
Following her plan, Medea asks Jason to convince Creon to allow the children to stay in
Corinth and promises to send the boys to give the princess gifts. An attendant is called to bring
the gifts out. Jason tries to stop her, stating that he is worth more to his new bride than the wealth
these gifts displayed. Medea insists, arguing that even the gods are swayed by gifts. Jason and
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the children depart to deliver the gifts while Medea goes quickly into the house. The Chorus is
on stage alone, bemoaning the fate of the children and Medea’s blame in the events that are
about to unfold. The children return with their attendant and Medea returns from inside the
house. The Attendant shares the good news that the children are spared from banishment and that
the princess accepted the gifts.
Medea is then conflicted, understanding that her through the princess her children have a
chance of a good future which will leave her without a home. She acknowledges how she will
miss their own marriages, possibly referring to their impending murder. “Women, my strength is
gone,” Medea tells the Chorus, “Those shinning faces…I can not do it” (Murray, ll.36, 38). She
then renounces her plans, admitting that killing them will cause her to suffer twice as much as
Jason. However, in the same breath, Medea takes back her renunciation. “Oh, but what a weak
woman/Even to admit to my mind these soft arguments” (Warren, ll. 12-13). Medea is not a
monster eager to sacrifice her children. She is a complicated woman who was driven to ruin by a
man she plans to ruin in return. There is love and grief for her children as she wishes them
happiness and blessings, not in this world but perhaps the next. The ancient Greeks believed in
some form of reincarnation, multiple chances to earn a different place within the afterlife (Von
Fritz, 87). This life had been unfair to them and perhaps, but because of their innocence, they
will have another chance to have a better life.
The children are sent inside, and Medea then follows them. The Chorus reflects on
having children, an experience women’s identities are largely molded around. They acknowledge
that children are joys, woes, and toils mothers have to wait to find out if they raised right. It
draws on a universal experience that is full of ambiguous areas, especially for Medea. Medea
seeks in her eyes righteous vengeance, a cause that she kills her children for. Yet, there is no
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absolute certainty for their safety and happiness, her trust had to be placed in Jason, the man who
betrayed her, and his new bride. There is love for her children surrounded by the hate she feels
towards their father. She is ruined and angry, ready to deliver her enemies their due. She
understands her fallen state, realizing what her revenge will reduce her to, will reduce Jason to,
but perhaps, will keep her sons from being ruined and tainted.
Medea comes out from the house alone. A messenger enters the scene, telling Medea to
flee for the king and his daughter are dead from her poison. Medea is gladdened by the news,
asking for details. As the messenger describes what happened, he reveals that Jason’s new bride
was disgusted that the children came near her, giving proof to Medea’s fears of leaving her sons’
lives in Jason’s new bride’s hands. The death of the princess is then described, along with how
her father fell onto the poisoned dress and joined her in death. The messenger then exits, leaving
Medea alone with the Chorus. The Chorus states, “Wrath upon wrath, meseems, this day shall
fall/From God on Jason! He hath earned it all” and “Evils on Jason, and Jason has deserved
them” (Murray, ll.28-29, Warren, l. 10). Medea is not innocent, but neither is Jason. It is both of
their choices that have led up to the events of this play.
Medea then says, “as quickly as I may/To kill my children…And not, by wasting time, to
suffer my children/To be slain by another hand less kindly to them…This must be so, then I,
their mother shall kill them” (Warren, ll. 4-10). She has brought this fate upon her children and
now, the only mercy she can offer is the kindest death as possible. She might have failed as a
mother, but in the end, she takes it as her duty to give them the last thing she believes she can
offer them. To save her children from ruin brought upon them by both their parents, Medea has
to kill them. It is a cruel mercy, but Medea believes it to be their best option. It is possible she
makes them accessory to her crimes in order to justify killing them, perhaps trying to make the
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act she deems horrible yet necessary easier on her. Medea goes back into the house and a cry is
heard. The children cry out, their mother set on killing them. The Chorus debates entering the
house, in Murray’s translation a few women break off to beat at the door.
The Chorus remark on the story of Ino, who also killed her children, but she was sent into
madness by Hera. This is not the case for Medea. Jason and some attendants enter, looking for
Medea. He claims he is here to save and protect his sons. The Chorus break the news of their
deaths by Medea’s hand. As the attendants rush to the door, Medea appears on the roof in a
chariot drawn by dragons. Jason curses her, naming all of her misdeeds and states, “No Greek
woman would have dared such deeds” (Warren, l. 2). It reinforces the idea that Medea is a
savage, so wicked and barbaric because of her heritage. It also takes the blame away from Jason;
it is not his fault he believed he could civilize Medea. Jason and Medea exchange back and forth,
blaming the other for the wrongs done. Medea blames Jason’s betrayal and lack of consideration
for her, Jason blames Medea’s wickedness. She tells him she will bury the children near Hera’s
temple, so their bodies will be protected. Hera is referred to as the Queen of Heaven, but perhaps
Medea chose her as a fellow wife betrayed by her husband.
Furthermore, one of the complications of reading Medea is reconciling a mother as a
murderer of her children. It can be seen as an act that goes against the stereotypical nature of
being a mother. However, parents killing their children is rather common in ancient Greece. The
only problem for Medea is that it is the father who has the power to decide. Infanticide occurred
for various reasons, such as a physical defect, illegitimate children, too many children, or an
unwanted daughter (Patterson). However, whatever the reason, the decision belonged solely to
the father. Killing a child past a certain age and once already named and a member of the family
is rare, but still, a decision that belongs to the father. An example is King Agamemnon who
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sacrifices his daughter Iphigenia to appease the goddess Artemis before he and his army can
leave for Troy to fight with his brother, Menelaus who is seeking the return of his wife, Helen.
His wife Clytemnestra kills him for the murder of their daughter. In this sense, Medea acts as the
father, taking the choice away from Jason as he has taken many choices from her.
Both Jason and Medea are to blame as this story is not truly of heroes and villains, but of
two individuals who are both the victim and the aggressor. Medea is a complicated figure,
flawed and tragic. Her indignation at the injustices done to her by Jason makes her a figure of a
strong-willed woman, challenging the expectations of marriage and deferring to a man. Medea is
prideful, knowing she has been wronged and seeks compensation. Denied due to her race and
gender, she still carries out her own form of justice. Her form of justice is mixed with vengeance,
using her children as means, but is conflicted by her love and grief. In front of Jason, she has no
remorse, but when it was just her and the Chorus, Medea hesitated and debated. For the modern
feminist, Medea is painfully human, a woman of color wronged by a man and his society; she
trusts him just to be ruined and in a desperate attempt to show her children the last mercy she can
give them, she kills them. This reinterpretation of Medea is not about recasting her as a hero but
exploring the multifaceted motives and factors that make her more than a villain.
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V
Comparisons and Conclusion
Antigone and Medea have both taken on a life of their own. Their characters are a mix of
history and myth, reinterpreted and reimagined. For the modern feminist, these two female
protagonists offer a space to place them within their historical context to understand the
patriarchal roots that linger in today’s society. Additionally, they allow the possibilities of
reimagining and readapting their stories to modern-day scenarios. Reinterpreting Antigone and
Medea through feminist lenses allow connections to be formed and turn them into iconic figures
for the movement.
Antigone and Medea are both the title characters, indicating that the play centers around
them. However, for fifth-century ancient Greek women, a mix of history and myth, they are not
passive characters, making their stories stand out in the male-dominated canon. They are also not
typical representations of ancient Greek women. They are women of higher status, making their
experiences different from the everyday life of working women. However, their higher status
allows them to interact in more privileged places over their working-class counterparts. Due to
their status, they can react to their situations directly, having their status or past experiences
serve as forms of social currency.
As a princess, Antigone occupies a space where can interact with Creon directly and as a
prince, Polynices’ unburied body gains more attention than one of a common soldier or a
peasant. Similarly, Medea’s status as a former princess does give her consideration. Despite
being unable to return home, Medea’s status has offered her some forms of protection in the
sense that she is not being actively hunted for her crimes or put to death. Instead, as a princess
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but also a wife of a hero, Creon in Medea sends her into banishment. Medea’s status may also
play a role in Aegeus accepting her offer because yes, while he wants children, Medea is not just
any woman or even sorceress, she is a former princess and descendent of a deity, giving her
power.
Even though neither offers a realistic representation of a common Athenian woman
during the fifth-century, both portray a woman who resists the patriarchy and embodies
masculine roles. Despite differences in motivation, both defy the men in authority who were
obstacles to their goals. Antigone openly breaks the law, almost as if wanting to get caught. She
has no fear of the consequences, telling her uncle Creon to his face that his actions are morally
wrong. Medea takes action against Jason who has betrayed her and King Creon of Corinth who
sends her into exile. Neither are passive to the injustices they face.
Both are active characters in their stories, directly responding to their situations. It depicts
them as brave as neither Antigone or Medea show any fear and despite one episode for Medea,
neither show hesitation. Both are determined women with a cause, in Antigone’s case, or a goal,
in Medea’s, and unwavering in their own sense of justice. Based on this lose connection, both
serve as symbols of resistance, fighting against the injustices facilitated by the patriarchy. Their
personalities and actions cause them to embody masculine roles in their stories.
Embodying masculine roles refers to Antigone and Medea taking on actions and
characteristics typically associated with the masculine stereotype. This would be actions such as
those related to violence or aggression, leadership or other forms of decision-making, protection,
and displays of dominance. Characteristics would include confidence, assertion, strength,
stoicism, rationality and brave. Due to these stereotypes, men function as the active roles,
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playing the parts of leader, hero or other archetypes. Antigone and Medea are not supporting
characters, they are the key players, the plot centering on their actions and reactions.
Since it is their choices fueling the plot of the play, both of them serve as the decisionmakers. Neither defers to men for confirmation or advice when making their decisions. Once
Antigone and Medea decide on a course of action, they stick to it. Similarly, they make choices
of life and death. King Creon of Thebes might have been the one who sentenced Antigone to
death, it was ultimately Antigone who decided that she will die for her actions. In a sense,
Antigone’s life belongs to her uncle legally and as her uncle and king, it is within his power to
decide whether or not she lives. However, before Creon even passed the sentence, Antigone
decided she was going to die. Similarly, Medea and Jason’s children belong to Jason; it would
have been his choice whether or not they died, but Medea makes the choice for him.
Neither are leaders in the sense that they are in charge of a group of individuals, but they
are leaders in the sense that their actions are inspiring to others. The chorus of old men in
Antigone and the nameless citizens Haemon reference all agree with Antigone’s actions,
believing she is morally justified. While Medea does not evoke the same level of inspiration, she
does find sympathy and understanding from the chorus of women and King Aegeus. The chorus
of women do not agree with Medea’s action, but based on shared experience, they understand
where her anger comes from and agree that Jason deserves to face the consequences for his
actions.
Antigone and Medea also find themselves in vulnerable situations, but they serve as
protectors. No one is protecting them even though Jason tries to convince Medea otherwise and
Haemon tries to intervene on Antigone’s behalf. Ismene does try to stand beside her sister, but
Medea and Antigone largely stand alone. They stand alone, vulnerable yet willing to stand their
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ground and fight back in different ways. Instead of having protectors, they are protectors.
Antigone’s goal is to protect Polynices’ body from scavengers and properly bury him so he can
pass onto the afterlife. Medea tries to protect her children from her enemies, Jason’s enemies,
and from society who will look down on them due to their heritage.
Through their acts of resistance, Antigone and Medea display dominance. Neither have
legal or social power over the men they face. However, neither are submissive. They do not
cower or give up, deferring their agency to a man, but rather show their bravery and
determination in various instances. Despite gendered notions working against them, neither
Antigone nor Medea act inferior to the men in authority. Medea does not accept the injustices
done to her, making it own that she does not consider herself lesser but deserves what is owed to
her like any man in her place would have done. Antigone does not stand before her uncle as a
criminal or scared girl, but as a woman who is morally right with the gods on her side.
In these situations, both assert themselves, displaying confidence, strength, and bravery.
Medea is portrayed as vengeful, hysterical and prone to emotional outbursts, but both Antigone
and Medea demonstrate stoicism in the sense that neither are afraid. While Medea showcases
more emotion than Antigone, neither are depicted in fear or in hiding. The ways they function as
masculine allows Antigone to be considered the hero, albeit the tragic hero, of her story. Medea
is not as straightforward due to her complex motives, however, her actions and characteristics
challenge Jason’s status as a hero. Despite being unable to call Medea a hero without
reservations, both display a willingness to risk everything. In a way, this sense of bravery and
determination is heroic and admirable.
Medea is a clever sorceress but is still disadvantaged for being a foreign woman. Neither
Medea nor Antigone are formally trained to fight nor are armed. Yet both of them stand up

Trevino 76

against men who are capable of physically harming them in addition to being able to cause
social, legal and economic harm. Medea and Antigone are unarmed, physically vulnerable by
their lack of training and armor. Both use their skills and limited resources to make the best of
their situations, aware of how much is at stake but still determined to follow through. Antigone
sacrifices herself though, having limited options. Medea, on the other hand, harms others; she
does not shy away from hard choices or gruesome tasks.
However, Medea is not the only one with flaws. Antigone is intolerant, solidifying her
alliance to her dead brother and causing her to turn her back on her living sister. While a great
injustice is being done to Polynices by denying him a universal right and preservation of innate
human dignity, Ismene is Antigone’s last living sibling. Antigone turns her cause for the dignity
and funeral rites of the dead into a struggle between life or death. In her narrow and extreme
view, there is no option for her to live and continue to fight for Polynices. Instead, Antigone
decides she has to join her dead brother. Ismene’s fear and submission causes Antigone to easily
cut off her sister.
To Antigone, Ismene is either with her or against her. Antigone’s alliance before all else
is to Polynices, treating her sister’s love and loyalty as practically meaningless. Her actions are
not to blame for the chain of events that follow, but they do solidify the cycle of misfortune.
Even though she turned herself into a martyr, Antigone chooses the dead and violence against
herself. She could have chosen life and her sister, significantly altering the ending of her story. In
this way, Antigone’s death could be read as selfish because she does not care for those who will
mourn her, determined to die for her already deceased brother. As her uncle Creon refused to
listen to the Chorus and his son, Antigone refuses to listen to her sister or at least consider
Ismene’s words.
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In comparison to Antigone’s unwillingness to yield, Medea’s flaw makes her a harder
icon to connect with. Medea is ultimately motived by revenge. Yes, she also seeks justice and a
twisted sense of love, mercy, and protection for her children. However, Medea’s end goal is to
ruin Jason as he ruined her. She does not hide her feeling of anger and betrayal, making it well
known that Jason is her enemy and will get what is owed to him. These feelings drive her to
murder the Corinth princess, Jason’s new bride who will replace her as a wife and possibly
mother, and the king who plans on banishing them. Without these ties and exiled without Jason,
puts her and the children in a vulnerable position.
Medea’s sons serve as complex factors in her quest for vengeance. On one hand, there are
hers to love and protect. On the other, they are Jason’s sons and heirs. She shows hesitation and
remorse over her sons, stating she will grieve for them. However, their status as Jason’s sons, the
sons of her enemy, of her rival, factors into her decision to use them as accessories in her crime.
Complex motives of mercy and protection aside, using her sons in the murder of Jason’s new
bride and father-in-law, underscores their dual status as her sons and the sons of her enemy. This
decision places her desire for vengeance over the safety and well-being of her children.
Medea could have directly killed the princess and the king herself. She could have sent a
slave instead. However, she decides to use the children and puts them in a situation where can
justify killing them to herself. The need to justify her actions is for her own benefit, a way to
manage her guilt and turn the blame around. She decides to sacrifice her children, committing
violence against them knowing their deaths will hurt Jason and leave him without a way to carry
on his name. Another factor that makes it difficult to reconcile with Medea is her violence
against others as demonstrated with the princess, the king, and her sons.
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Violence plays a role in both Antigone and Medea but has different functions in each
play. In turn, the function of violence influences how the two characters can be read. Antigone
commits violence against herself, earning her the status of a martyr. Her dedication and moral
high ground transforms her death into a noble sacrifice. Furthermore, Antigone dies an
unmarried virgin. This gives her an extra layer of recognition. Virginity is associated with purity
and innocence. Therefore, not only does Antigone die as morally right but also as the perceived
innocent one. Her virginity does not make her sexually dangerous as Medea. In this way,
Antigone is less of a threat. She can, therefore, be perceived as innocent because the nobility of
her actions takes focus away from assigning blame to her, but also because chastity is linked to
innocence. Thus, being a virgin assigns a sense of innocence to Antigone.
Antigone’s virginity gives her a form of social currency as it takes away the dangerous
sexuality associated with women. It makes her an easier figure to view as iconic. Antigone is an
inspiring, moralizing force who is prepared to sacrifice herself for what believes to be a greater
good. Due to this, Antigone is not seen as violent. Her violence against herself is justified,
elevating her to a symbol of righteous resistance, of civil disobedience against a tyrannical
system. Violence in Medea, however, plays a less clean-cut function.
Medea’s violence can be read in several ways. First, her violence is against others for
reasons outside of what would be considered heroic violence such as forms of protection, during
a war, on a quest, killing the obvious villain or monster, etc. Her violence against others is
motivated by her feelings toward Jason and desire for retaliation. Thus, her violence can be
interpreted as selfish and, therefore, unjust and unheroic. For some, this violence causes Medea
to be the villain and does not allow her the title of the hero as Antigone is sometimes given.
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Second, it is who Medea commits violence against that makes it harder for some readers
to reconcile her as a feminist figure. Perhaps the murder of Jason’s new bride and the king
sending her into exile can be seen as a form of self-protection or understandable vengeance.
However, the murder of her children is a complex issue. She commits violence against innocent
children, making her difficult to redeem. While one interpretation of the motives behind the
murder is that Medea views them as the children of her enemy, they are also her children. It
brings up the question of what kind of mother would do such a thing; it plays into the idea that a
woman who has failed at being a mother is a failure as a woman and thus some sort of monster.
However, understanding her violence against her children highlights the desperation and
limited choices Medea faces. There are crueler threats against her children and Medea possibly
sees herself as the merciful option. This view changes her act of violence into a different type of
sacrifice. It is not the self-sacrifice of Antigone’s martyrdom, but it turns Medea’s action into a
twisted form of protection. Under this reading, Medea is not a story of heroes and villains, but of
very human characters acting of selfishness, caught in a rivalry that turns into the undoing of
their family.
As Antigone’s violence against herself depicts her as a martyr, Medea’s violence also
plays into the analysis of her as ethnic Other. Gendered and racialized, Medea is an example of a
woman of color who is dangerous because of her perceived sexuality and violence. This
stereotype reduces Medea to a savage who is unable to deny her baser instinct. It reinforces
racial hierarchies that use the gendered framework as a way to justify power imbalance.
Additionally, Medea’s status as a racial Other in a way normalizes the violence because the
stereotype makes her danger expected.
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Furthermore, violence against racial Others have roots as deep as the struggle for gender
equality. In this fight, the ‘civilized’ commit violence, humiliation, cultural erosion, and other
displays of dominance against the ‘uncivilized’. Therefore, violence done by the ‘uncivilized’
manifests as retaliation, protection, or preservation in the wake of the threat of physical,
emotional, or cultural destruction. It also further disadvantages Medea, making her an outsider in
ways Antigone does not have to experience. This facet showcases the diversity of womanhood
that the modern feminist movement tries to advocate while still using connections based on
common experience to shape the definition of gendered identity.
Understanding Antigone and Medea from a modern feminist perspective offers insights
into modern-day society and the institutions that have facilitated and continue to facilitate power
imbalance where different aspects of identity intersect. Additionally, analyzing these feminist
interpretations contributes to understandings of how gender and other aspects of identity are still
seen today. It is easier to reconcile Antigone as a hero than Medea. I am not trying to take away
the inspiration Antigone stirs, but rather want to look at what makes Medea different. She is the
aggressor, the murderer, but if she was a man, it would be easier to reconcile her actions.
What makes Medea uncomfortable to grapple with if that she is read under the modern
“angry woman trope.” The “angry woman trope” is primarily extended to “the angry black
woman” and “the angry feminist.” Both create a negative stereotype, typically painting these
women as “angry, unreasoning, shrill, humorless, ugly, manhating, perverse, and peculiar”
(Tomlinson, 1). It is designed to delegitimatize these women. However, the “angry feminist” can
be easier to reclaim by certain classes of women since various aspects of identity make a
complex hierarchical web. The “angry black woman” is difficult to talk about and that what
Medea is: an angry woman of color who speaks and acts out against injustices against herself.
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The “angry black woman” can be seen as a “social control mechanism that comes from
the assumption that [she is] being irrational and unreasonable, and consequently, that listening to
[her] is not worth anyone’s time” (Batengas). This modern trope is built on centuries of racial
and gendered stereotypes used to maintain oppression and exploitation. Acknowledging this
history makes many uncomfortable because while modern individuals did not directly contribute
to this history, they profit from the systems this history put in place. There tends to be silence,
backlash, and denial when equality is seen as taking away privilege. However, equality takes
from the overly-privileged, which is the group who controls the narrative.
In this way, reconciling with Antigone is easier for feminists because it is easier for men
to do so. Breaking down the ways in which gender has been created, used, and enforced to keep
men superior is easier to untangle when that is the only factor at play. When one adds in other
identities, such as race, sexuality, and religion, other dominant groups and women belonging to
these dominant groups are forced to acknowledge the benefits they enjoy from centuries of
exploitation, murder, humiliation, degradation, and destruction. They are forced to acknowledge
that the systems they operate within and under are inherently biased. Many do not want to
because they perceive it as being called biased, racist, homophobic, etc. The two are not the same
thing, but for some, that is hard to grasp.
Medea may not be redeemable in the same way as Antigone, but she is not as easily the
villain as Antigone is the hero. One way to read Medea is that neither Jason nor Medea are just
victims, but rather Jason started this cycle of betrayal and violence, and Medea is finishing it. No
one wants to advocate for violence to be met with violence, but women are denied violence
unless it is violence against themselves or they are the villains, the Others, the angry colored
women, the raging feminists, the Medea’s. In my analysis of Medea, my aim was not to
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apologize for her actions but rather present the traditions in which negative readings of her are
rooted in. Similarly, my intention was not to invalidate Antigone as a hero but present her flaws
and the traditions from which her heroism is accepted.
Despite key differences, both Antigone and Medea’s stories are perceived as part of the
larger struggle for the fight for gendered equality. They belong to a larger narrative where
women are being reclaimed and reimagined, where the male created woman is examined and
reinterpreted. In this space created, modern feminists of multifaceted identities can relate and
explore their own experiences, building on the idea of a shared experience of gender and
reinforces the patriarchal roots that date as far back as ancient Greece.
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